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Book Eleven
Part One

Saying Goodbye
*Everything she knew told her that leaving was the right thing to do. After all, it had been Taelon orders that she would return to Earth, to continue her service to them there. She looked through the virtual glass that so slimly framed the blue planet beneath. Serene, perfectly quiet, her memories told her that she had just left it yesterday. If six years might be counted as a day, a day that sleep had stolen. Six years in a coma.

At first she hadn't believed.

She had opened her eyes on the med-table, half expected her own familiar bedroom wall, and finding instead a pair of cool Taelon eyes. A medic, one she had never seen on any of her rotations. True, she hadn't been assigned to that particular wing of the medical ward, but it still seemed off. Like she must have seen him somewhere.

Like magic her eyes had opened. She didn't feel sick. Weak. Confused. Her mind was clear, but a bit lost to why she was there. And then they told her - the story of the coma that had stolen six years of her career for the Taelons.

Six years? She was still shaking her head, still wondering how it ever could have been. They said it had been an accident... a piece of medical equipment that had fired, and sent her half way across the room with a head injury that even Taelon science could not fix quickly. It seemed bizarre, but there it was, plain as day, each singular moment of her confinement in blue tank 0827 charted in perfect, detailed clarity. Every breath, every pulse, every spike of brain activity, there to mock her memory for being faulty and unreliable.

They had given her a few days to adjust to the nothing that she had been lifted from. First she went home to her quarters, but everything she remembered had been removed. Well, it had actually been reassigned, but they let her look in anyway. They handed her a box full of the things she remembered. Her brush, off duty outfits, trinkets, her degree, a smattering of hair ties. Her hair had gotten long! She touched everything, and wondered how anything so familiar could be so strange.

But that had been it. There was no saying farewell, because she hadn't been on the Mothership long enough to really meet anyone. And as for Earth... there wasn't anyone really there either. There was the Volunteer base in San Francisco, and she was still working on becoming accustomed to the idea that the Volunteers were the only family she would ever need. It was simple to pack, simple to say goodbye, and simple to accept a new assignment.

As she watched the shuttle that would take her home though, her thoughts were not as quick to follow the wise path her reason had already taken. Though her life on the Mothership had been marked by sleep, it seemed to be a truer home than any other that she had ever had. And leaving it felt like cutting out a piece of bone. Like she might fall, get up, walk, but never run again, never feel the true force of life, because she was in a place other than in the one she truly belonged.

She touched the nearest bioslurry, almost as if to say goodbye. Because she needed to say it, and she felt closer to it than anyone else on the ship. She was almost about to speak to it, when her voice caught in her throat, soft footsteps echoing behind her.*

Sc: Miss Deveroux...Zara? *Sc'orr said, waiting for her to turn and face him from her musings at the window. *

Za: *She turned, all at once startled and relieved. She had almost decided to be charmed with the novelty of her solitary journey, a trip that was solely her own. Her departure - on a shuttle - a vast adventure, that she would brave without support. But there someone was. Someone... Taelon ... beautiful....*

Sc: *How ironic; the last time he had seen her she had also been standing before a window, poised to step into oblivion. Now she waited to step onto a shuttle that would whisk her back to Earth...a different kind of oblivion - one that would put her out of sight...and out of mind for the Taelons who just wanted to forget that one of their own had erred, and worse, that he had been caught. Appearances were everything to his species and they were not about to allow one human to tarnish their sanitary image. Sending the girl away to become anonymous at a huge volunteer facility had little to do with benefiting her and much to do with damage control. But even Sc'orr had to admit that anything was better than loosing her in an environment where she could encounter T'than again and possibly shake loose old memories locked away behind carefully laid mental blocks.*

Pardon my intrusion, *he said, smiling reassuringly at her look of confusion.* I am Sc'orr....Ambassador to Taelon/Human Relations. I was sent to make sure that any needs or requirements that you may have still have been met...and that your exit from this domain will proceed smoothly. *It was a lie. No one had sent him, but he had to see her again. He had to be assured that Zara was once more the carefree and confident young woman that he was sure she must have once been...before her ill-fated meeting with the War Minister... *

Za: I see. *She cleared her throat, flashing a smile.* I'm sorry. * She turned, fully pressing down her skirt as she moved - almost without thought.* It's just I wasn't expecting anyone. Especially a Taelon.

Sc: The circumstances of your...accident, were unfortunate to say the least and my government wishes for you to have as smooth of a transition as possible into your new position.

Za: Thank you. *Part of her answer almost stuttered. Like nerves without the actual nervousness. He made her calm - serene, because of what he was - but also more aware. Like every molecule that made her was moving about just a little bit faster, every impulse singing through her with a more enveloping fire. Funny thing.* I'm sure I'll settle in just fine. One volunteer posting ... or another... they're all the same I suppose.

Sc: *He regarded her for a moment; she was just as beautiful as he remembered. Her reddish hair coiled almost to her waist and framed a face that bore a much lighter expression, if a bit confused. But in her eyes...beneath their blueness, he could still behold a certain melancholy. It was one that would always be hers, but it endeared her to him. He wanted to reach out and touch her but did not, instead leaving his muscular arms to float as they followed his graceful hands.* We met once before, *he said softly,* ...but...you would not remember...

Za: *She looked at him, big eyes blinking and confused. * Yes. *She examined him.* I think I almost remember... Maybe I met you during my crew orientation session. Yes, it must have been then... six years ago now. So strange. *she laughed, a disembodied ethereal twinkling sound that masked the deeper more potent feelings she was having. It was like he was a thorn in her memory. Not unpleasant... but stuck. Stuck there. Like something that simply didn't belong where it was. He didn't fit. She shook her head, and looked back out the window. She saw his face, that's all that mattered. He was there, there in the memory, and that was all that counted. Feelings could be misleading, and her instincts really had never been very good.

Just her imagination.*

It's not so bad though. Down in San Francisco they're doing some studies on the long-term effects of inter-dimensional travel on humans. They've asked me to join the team. *she shrugged* It ought to the interesting. And besides, *she looked at her suitcase, musing at how small it was and how little it actually had in it.* They told me I could request a transfer back to the Mothership after a month of service at the base. Only a month. Just in case I get homesick. And maybe then we can get to know each other a little bit better. *she stopped turning a bit pink.* Sorry... mmm... that sounded a lot more like a proposition than it did in my head. I... uh... meant we could work together. On... something.

Sc: *He smiled with full lips, his eyes twinkling with amusement.* Indeed...

Za: *She fought the urge to find a place to hide and die.* I'm sorry. God, I keep saying that. It's just... *she hugged herself, and looked at the windows without seeing through them.* sometimes my foot likes to live in my mouth.

Sc: What an unfortunate condition! *he said, still amused, though it was not malicious. If anything, it was good to see her so recovered.*

Za: *She scooped up her suitcase, and started to make her way to the shuttle, the sound of its warming engines growing stronger and stronger. She stopped and turned, holding the bag close to her, and looking back at the graceful Taelon with eyes full of a longing even she couldn't understand.*

Sc: *He blinked several times, his hands fluttering* Miss Deveroux...is there...something else?

Za: It's just... I don't mind being reassigned, you know, it’s a Volunteer's duty. And I'm going back to earth, and in my head I've just left it. I'm scared, and I wouldn't mind staying here. I wouldn't mind at all.

Sc: *His footsteps were soundless; it was as if he had floated up behind her - a tangible ghost who put a large hand on her slender shoulder.*

Za: *# That touch # It reminded her of someone. Someone, somewhere else.*

Sc: Please wait. *He pulled his hand back, still remembering the feel of the lace of her blouse.* A Volunteer does have her duty, but I am also interested in her desires. Am I to understand that you would prefer to remain here rather than return to your native home, even though it was the fault of our # kind # faulty equipment that stole a period of your life?

Za: *Her lids fluttered, her mind falling back into the constant debate that had haunted her ever since she had been awakened. Earth was gleaming in her mind’s eye, as bright as warm flame. Yet there was no comfort in it, no familiarity. Her world had crumpled into a few spare memories - memories of home. But the Mothership was the only place that felt safe. The only place that felt real.*

I think I do. *she stopped* I do. *She let her suitcase drop again, this time not caring where it landed.* I know I've just been sleeping. That planet down there is home. I know it, and I know I should feel it... but I don't. *On her lips set a pout, and on her body a slump that spoke of a despair that she could in no way come close to understanding. * But leaving here... it feels like the worse thing. Like here is the only real home I've ever had. There's no one waiting down there for me. I've been gone for six years, and there's no one there who has even noticed. *She forced a smile.* It's not so bad, really, but it’s not so good either. 

Sc: *He knew what he was about to suggest, and Sc'orr was not naive enough to deny the reasons - he was attracted to her - he had been from the moment he had seen her standing before the window months ago, ready to end her life.* What would you say if I told you that I may be able to reactivate your rotation here?

Za: You can do that? It could just be me, but it seemed they didn't give me that as an option.

Sc: I make no guarantees and the final decision will rest with the Synod...but, being that I am a part of the Synod, the result could be a positive one. *He smiled down at her, awaiting her answer, knowing full well that what he was suggesting could have disastrous results for Zara, but Sc'orr told himself that he could protect her from whatever ghosts she might run into from the past.*

Za: *Everything was beginning to lift, the cloudy haze of her confusion dissipating with the promise of a singular act of kindness. There had been something cleansing about going home to Earth. Like a rebirth of herself, and everything she hadn't been for years. But staying there... that was more alive and filled with promise than anything she had imagined on Earth.*

Yes. *She squared her shoulders.* I want to stay. 

Sc: Very well - I will see what I can do to honor your request. I must ask that you please wait in the lounge off this docking bay...it may take some time and I want you to be comfortable while you wait. 

.Za: *She smiled, relieved.* Alright. I can wait.

Sc: *He nodded to her and glided gracefully back the way he had come.*

~*~

*The communing had not taken as long as he had thought it might. Barely two hours had passed, though Sc'orr had spent most of them trying to persuade the others to allow one human to remain aboard. There had been concerns; what if she encountered T'than? Or what is just being within once familiar walls was enough to damage the memory blocks? And if such happened, what kind of liability would the girl represent to the Taelons?

But Sc'orr was an excellent debater and had eventually persuaded the others to see the advantages in keeping her amongst them and he knew well how to appeal to their sensibilities. The word "test subject" had gone over very well! What better way to see how effective their memory blocking techniques were than to release Zara back into her former environs and document the results?

Even so, Sc'orr had to agree to accept full responsibility for the human and if things went badly it could reflect negatively on him.

Sc'orr was confident in Taelon technology and he believed that everything would proceed as intended from this point onwards. Stepping into the lounge he stood before the girl and waited for her to rise.* Miss Deveroux, I have spoken with my associates and the results were positive. They are most pleased that you wish to remain and continue your service to us on our ship. 

.Za: *She had been waiting. Waiting for hours. Every minute made her more worried... worried that he would say no, and every hope she had gathered would die. But it wasn't what he said. She could stay.* Really?

Sc: *He smiled reassuringly and handed her a datapad* Therein lies your new room and duty assignment. It appears that we will be seeing more of each other, for you have been assigned to my office as part of my personal staff. I hope this is agreeable to you....there are no positions open in medical at this time.

Za: No. *she smiled* I mean yes. Yes. That would be perfect. *She took the datapad from his hand looking at it like it was magical somehow. The most beautiful thing she had seen in a very long time.

She was home*
Book Eleven

Part Two

In Sc’orr’s Office

*She had left Sc'orr, her mind wrestling with a score of conflicting emotions. Part of her longed to stay, another darker part, begging her to go. Nothing had made sense, until he had given her an alternate choice. A choice she believed she could live with.

Her new quarters were in a part of the habitation deck that she had never seen before. It was one of five units tucked away down an isolated hallway. There was no possibility of accidentally happening down the corridor and it was not close to very much... except perhaps to Sc'orr's office - a fact that she discovered when she studied her ship schematic a little bit closer.

She worked her way down the corridor slowly, looking at each of the four doors that preceded her own at the end of the hall. According to the name panels all of them were vacant, and she was having a hard time deciding if they were Volunteer quarters at all. They didn't look it.

Her door was tucked away at the end waiting for her, a sole hall light illuminating it alone. She stopped. She had decided to stay, and opening that door... opening it would make it real. It would make it a decision.

She took a breath and tapped her access code into the door. It glided open, and minimal illumination came on. Her breath caught in her throat as she stepped inside. On Earth she might have never given it another thought... but for an officer's room it was beautiful. Warm - something she did not expect of something Taelon. The furniture was like glass, but more beautiful. There was a dressing table in the corner, its surface of clear material embedded with iridescent hints of light, its counter curving up and becoming an attached mirror. Across from that, doors that led to a closet... and next to that, a bookshelf, adorned with some beautiful Taelon ornaments. One a globe that was glowing for within... another a pyramid... and a couple more abstract shapes that were scattered about.

Despite being one large room it was subdivided subtly into sections. Behind a divider made of shimmering blue fabric that flowed on the ground, was her bed... a round plush island covered with pillows that seemed to be suspended by nothing at all. Beside it was a nightstand, which looked like a hybrid of marble and pearly seashell, it too growing from the very walls.

She plopped down on the bed with all the enthusiasm on a five-year-old who had never seen something so wonderful. There was a couch across from the bed as well, in a delicate blue...

She laid back and looked at the ceiling, a smile forming on her lips. A few minutes ago it had been a horrible decision to make... but now it required no deciding at all. It was amazing how little it had taken to convince her. A pretty room with nice decor... Yet she felt like a war refugee that had been deprived of all beauty for a longer time than she could remember. Her memory was full of happiness, but her bones only felt a tired anxiousness... her fear being that her dream was too beautiful to last.

An alarm started going off... she almost jumped out of her skin before she realized that it was her own watch reminding her that it was time for her duty shift. She got up and looked at her lonely suitcase - so small in a room so big. She walked over to it, and stooped over ready to hang her clothes in the closet... but thought better of it. She opened the wardrobe instead, and tucked the lonely bag far in the back, where it could be hidden in the shadows. There were uniforms already in the closet. There was nothing in there she needed anymore.

She picked out a uniform, and slipped out of her own clothes, discarding them with the suitcase as soon as her outfit was in place. She would have to see about getting some new clothes before the day was through.

She pressed down her uniform and scrunched her hair in the mirror, looking at a face that had become unfamiliar. Her hair was longer than she had ever seen it, her face so thin, so much more mature than she remembered. Still young, yet it seemed some youth had been stolen. And some innocence perhaps as well, lost with the gleam in her eyes that she remembered, but could no longer see. There was still hope, joy and promise. But something inside was quiet and somber. Something she couldn't touch.

She smiled, ready to banish thoughts that were proving too troublesome to be worthwhile. She stepped into the doorway, and took one look backwards, as the lights began to dim.

Things were looking up after all.*

~*~

Personal Log - Entry # 209 - Ambassador Sc'orr


In ten minutes my newest volunteer will be arriving for her first day working under me in my offices as part of my personal staff. Zara Deveroux. Of course she had another name once which was taken from her along with every other aspect of her personality by T'than and remolded to fit whatever machinations drive our War Minister from the depths of his being to commit such nefarious crimes. Perhaps now that he is mated he will concentrate on that. His trial and demotion I hope have sent him a message that his actions can have consequences.

Despite the Synod's agreement to allow Miss Deveroux to remain in our midst due to my suggestion that I would study her and determine the long term effects of our memory blocking techniques, I believe that there are some in our ruling body who only agreed to my request in the hope of discrediting me, should her memories suddenly return.

Perhaps I have more faith in our technology than they do, but I have decided to err on the side of caution and assign her quarters away from the main traffic areas of the ship where she may encounter other Taelons...one in particular. The temporary staffs quarters also have the benefit of being in the vicinity of my offices, so most of her time will be spent in either one location or the other, and these are guaranteed safe zones. She will of course intermingle with other humans in the officer recreation areas, but Taelons do not go there at all.

The longer she remains with no resurfacing of former memories the more cemented the block will become, as new memories soon outweigh the old and bury them completely.

For now I shall do my best to make sure that Zara does not encounter any ghosts from her past to, hopefully, ensure her future.

*Sc'orr turned from his desk when he sensed a presence; Zara had entered his outer office unnoticed and now stood in the archway to his main office. Sc'orr wondered with dismay if she had heard him recording his log but maintained a pleasant expression as he rose.*

Miss Deveroux, welcome. You are early....

Za: *smiling* I wanted to get started.

Sc: *She stood there, impeccable in her volunteer's uniform, her curly hair tied back with just a few curls to soften the style around her face. She looked a little lost, but Sc'orr found her expression rather endearing. Yes, they had succeeded in returning her innocence to her and this gratified him. He also could not deny how beautiful she was, more now than she ever had been.*

I hope that you have found your new quarters adequate. I took the liberty of selecting the look of the room - I hope that you do not mind. If you would prefer something more...traditional, please let me know and I will have it changed. Otherwise, I shall begin to acquaint you with my filing system. Most of your duties will involve its use in one way or another so you will need to become proficient with it.

Za: Adequate? They're amazing. My... the quarters I mean. *She looked down* I've never lived in a place that's so beautiful. Thank you.

Sc: *nod* You are welcome. I wished to offer you a restful atmosphere...you are after all, still in the recovery phase from the accident and I imagine that you will be spending much time there at present.

Now, as for my files, if you look you will see that I use a four-tier system, which differentiates what priority and importance I have assigned each file. The security system is also tiered, meaning that for each successive level you access you will need to offer the next highest code. Each tier is also separated into sections where the files are divided by type. It sounds complex - it is complex, however it is very organized and I am sure that in time you will feel as comfortable with it as I do.

Za: *Her gratitude was overwhelming, but not professional. She tried to shake it off. She wanted to make a good impression. Damn, she wanted to make a perfect impression! She leaned over, and looked at the data monitor where Sc'orr was gesturing to his filing system. She listened to him quietly, nodding, but not having much in the way of a clue what he was talking about.

She shook out of her confused reverie when she realized he had stopped talking... almost a full minute after he had.* I'm sorry. *She sat at a chair in front of the readout.* You have ... a lot of records. *#Just fucking brilliant...#

Sc: *He looked almost as confused as she did.* Yes...I do. I hope this will not be a problem for you...

Za: What I mean is that you have a very unique filling system. I'm sure I'll figure it out. I'll just have to play around in there for a while. *She frowned* Without deleting anything of course. I'm really good a not deleting things. Really.

Sc: *He nodded, a hand coming to brush over his broad chest. He looked a little uncertain; perhaps he should have found her an easier assignment.* That is...good to know...

Za: *The screen was mostly nonsensical in front of her. But part of it was catching her attention. Starting to make sense. A strange little room in her mind was ticking away and it was starting to be understandable.* Maybe, *she said in a whisper, touching the controls, and beginning to manipulate files with increasing ease* maybe its not as hard as I thought...

Sc: *He stood over her, watching as small, unsure fingers became swifter, beginning to glide over the console with ease. He had seen that some of his volunteers had been fast learners, but not that fast. She worked the panel as though she had been doing it for years and while he should have felt reassured, instead he found her prowess unnerving. Any records T'than had made of what he had done with Zara while she was with him had never been found and Sc'orr doubted that there had ever been any to find. Whatever T'than had done to her had not been done for the greater knowledge of the Taelon species - it had been done to amuse him, and only him. *

Za: *Levels flipped by her, each one jammed with highly organized records. Despite her quickness with his system her progress was not conscious. She had an intuitive understanding rather than a literal one. Like someone who understood well the mind that had manufactured it.

With a little bit of maneuvering she found an encrypted patch of files, hidden amongst a cluster of unimportant junk. She began a systematic entry of de-encryption passwords. It was just math... probability... it wouldn't be hard.*

Sc: *Zara had finally reached the fourth and highest tier. The console beeped and asked for the correct encryption code and she was adept at her attempts...maybe too adept, and suddenly he laid a firm grasp upon her arm, his voice more tense than he had intended.*

No!

Za: *A frozen fright shot through her. She didn't understand. She didn't know why.*

Sc: *He caught himself and became calm.* I have granted you access through level three, and that is the highest I grant any on my staff. Tier four contains Taelon only business and other things that would be of no interest to you. *Not to mention that it contained his personal logs, and all information regarding Zara's case with details he never wanted her to know.*

Za: I'm sorry. *she said, this time a little more coolly. The whole thing made her jittery... new jobs always did. She didn't even know why she had tried to crack a section of code that was encrypted. It was obviously protected for a reason. She just didn't know why...*

Sc: You will notice that it asks for an encryption code, and in that area the code is modulating, meaning that it is never the same twice. *He had spoken like a patient tutor, calmly explaining things to an apt pupil but then his eyes glittered a bit more sharply, and his voice was stern.* You did not know and I take no offense, but be aware that while I appreciate curiosity and find it a valuable trait, I do not value it when it is turned toward my private files. Is that understood Miss Deveroux?

Za: Yes sir. *Her fingers lifted off the panel and she stared at him without looking at him.* I understand. *Her voice was diplomatic but her mind was teaming. She hated being scolded by superiors; even Taelon ones. 'Who didn't' would always be what she said to herself when he temper flared. She could stay calm. Outwardly professional. The rest was angry... mostly at herself for being so stupid as to trespass where she was evidently not wanted, and second, at her own curiosity that was still screaming to find out what was behind the only door that she found yet to be locked for her.*

Sc: *He smiled and one might have thought it was smug, if not for the sound of approval in his modulated voice.* Very good...excellent in fact. I know that you will do a more than adequate job here Zara...may I call you Zara?

Za: *She smiled, shaking away her momentary bitterness. It had bubbled up from nowhere.* Yes. I'd like that.

Sc: You will find that I am different from most of my associates in that I do not revel in protocol as they do. Obviously, as an ambassador there are times when I must follow it, but in my offices I prefer a somewhat more casual environment. I have discovered that it does not generally affect efficiency.

Za: *She nodded, trying to remember whether or not she remembered the Taelons love of protocol. She couldn't recall anymore.*

Sc: *He turns and beckons for her to follow him to another console - this one near the great window that took up most of the wall on that side of the room. There was no chair here so she stood before the unit and he handed her a box containing data crystals. *

Za: *She took the box from him, looking at the contents tentatively, part of her still frightened of making some ghastly error.*

Sc: From here you will input information into the system which you will in turn file from the other console later. Sometimes I will have another volunteer working here and thus one will input and the other will file. However there are other instances when you may need to work alone, so you will need to learn all systems here.

Za: *She plucked a crystal from the box, and looked at it with a bit of awe - she knew what to do with it. She opened the receptor port, and prepared it for download.*

Sc: *She was already opening an interface and preparing to download the data from one crystal.* Very good Zara - I can see that data input must have been one of your duties when you were assigned in the medical unit. *

Za: *She blinked and almost stopped. She couldn't remember. Reaching back into the murky black of her memory, there was nothing there. Not even a shard of bliss, or a speck of nightmarish recollection. Nothing. Nothing but nothing and more of the same. Her hands knew their motion, like mechanical beings acting out the specifications of a program. But its source... learning the motions... they were lost forever.*

Sc: *He looked at her then, sympathy evident at her uneasy confusion and he touched her shoulder briefly.* I know it is unnerving...to not remember, but take solace in the fact that you did not lose everything Zara. Your competence at this equipment shows that. Your gifts - the reasons that led us to choose you to be in our employ, still remain. And the other parts, the empty parts, well...you are young and beautiful and will make many friends and fill in those spaces with new memories.

Za: *She almost had stopped paying attention. She had heard too much of her talents... too much of abilities she was unaware of. But he was saying nice things, kind things... *

Sc: *His smile was so warm, but he blushed softly when he realized his own lack of decorum - he had just told her openly that she was beautiful! He turned slightly away, intent on going back to his desk.* Forgive me - I did not intend to speak out of turn.

Za: No! *Her voice was soft but urgent, her intention to stop him. He was the first person she had spoken to... the first being who had treated her like someone important.* It's ok. Maybe sometimes I need to hear it. *She smiled* To hear a compliment... it’s been a long time.

Sc: Yes...too long... *He thought of how beautiful she had looked standing in the window, surrounded by starlight.* But, I am sure that now you will receive many more. *In an instant, his face cleared, resuming its typical attractive, if a bit bland, smile. He was once more the ambassador* Ah, well, as you see, I received a great deal of information yesterday so, I will allow you to begin your duties. *He nodded and returned to his desk. 

Za: *She returned his polite nod with her own, and attended to the data in front of her. He was not wrong - there was a lot. But she was up for the challenge.*


~*~


Sc: *Six hours later he finally closed out the final page of a rather long-winded proposal from some human diplomat who seemed intent on slamming his ideas into Sc'orr's head if through nothing else but endless and exceedingly tedious diatribes. He looked up to see Zara, now at the filing console.*

Zara? *He tilted his head, his eyes twinkling in several shades of blue* Your shift was over five minutes ago. You should go to the commissary - you must be hungry by now. I will see you tomorrow.

Za: *She was surprised, but even more so when she looked at her watch.* Oh. Yeah, I probably should eat. Good idea. *She shut down the terminal. She got up and headed for the door.* See you tomorrow. *She walked out, knowing, that for once she meant it, and she really did look forward to seeing him again. Odd how that had worked out. *

Sc: *Looking back at his datastream he wondered if the items he had requested had been delivered to her quarters yet...*

Za: *Heading back to her room with an enthusiasm she hadn't felt in a while, she looked at the corridor leading their with fresh, enchanted eyes. It was beautiful now, every patch of blue corridor, and every empty room, because it led her home. Awaiting her at the door was a large container, her name and room number dutifully addressed on the top. 

It might have been normally that she would not have strength to drag it inside... but curiosity was giving something, and her muscles seemed to be oddly more toned than she might have thought them to be after a coma. It slid over the threshold with ease.

With a touch of a button, its top slid apart, and then down to its sides to reveal its contents; a pile of glimmering shiny material. She pulled one gently out after another.... dresses... blouses... pants... each what she would have chosen if she had done so herself. Whoever had chosen them had had exquisite taste. Many of them were too elaborate to be worn it seemed... but she smiled, thinking of occasions for which she might make an excuse to wear them. There were basic shirts in luminescent colors... their plunging necklines and tapered sleeves giving them their flare. Beautiful flowing skirts were there as well, some in solid colors, others in a watercolor mix. Dresses.... some bright, some simple, others delicate. How they had all fit in there... that was the question! 

She got to the bottom finally to find a beautiful nightgown made of a lace so soft it was gentler on her fingers than velvet. Beneath that was a note.

She read it with a smile. It was from Sc'orr... to make up for her obvious lack of clothes. She hugged a pile of them, and thanked all the gods she could think of that she had had the wonderful fortune of waking up.*
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Part Three

Payback


GT: *All was right now... or almost.

A few days had passed since Chandra had been locked away, and T'than could very well tell the difference. No more calls from the parents, no more demands or intrusions. But he still had to request Sc'orr to allow him to keep calling Chandra to his offices and continue with the reports to Cadence's parents. After all, why not keep appearances and prolong that peace?

Having a break from Chandra didn't mean that he had been completely idle. His work had picked up, leaving him little time to go thru his other issue. An issue called Naor'rin. She had visited with Cadence a couple more times, but soon, even that interference would stop. And it was about time. He did not feel comfortable with having her around, and it was not so much her presence as what he believed her constant visits could mean. His case with Cadence would make for wonderful gossip to the Jaridians... it was precious information.

T'than had remained perfectly cold around the Jaridian, not letting on about the suspicions he had. He wanted to dig into the matter until he had no more doubts left. He had even gone thru the trouble of hacking into her console, or at least into the data bank of incoming and outgoing calls. But there was nothing - it had not been used. That could only mean one of two things: either she had not contacted her species for weeks (which seemed rather doubtful since her strategic position was perfect if they meant the go to war) or she had been wise enough to use another console. Knowing her, he would bet on the latter since erasing data would also show on the system if someone with his degree of access chose to scan thru it.

And a spy was only a good spy if he left no traces of what he was doing.

Reason for which the total disuse of her console was intriguing him. There was something missing, a piece of the puzzle that he had not yet been able to find and fit in its right place. He had expected her at least to make personal calls...

Nothing. For two days he had looked without result. There was nothing... and after a broader scan, he was rather intrigued to discover that no calls had been made to Jaridia either. So either her contact was much closer than that or...

No, it wasn't possible that she had severed contact with her species... though in truth, as far as he knew, she had not been performing any work as Liaison. Which was most interesting, most interesting indeed...

It was time, he decided as he waved his console closed. In either case, she didn't have much to present in her defense. The truth was the Jaridians had not sent them the usual reports that had been agreed to in the truce. They were lying low... rather atypical of such an effusive species...

With a smirk playing in his lips, he dialed a code he didn't expect to dial for a long time. He needed someone within the Synod to lend him a helping hand, and a willing one. And there was only one person that felt as strongly as he did against the Jaridians, even if not against that particular Jaridian.*

*Sinuai Euhura L'syr.* He nodded at the figure that appeared on screen* I believe we have matters to discuss... matters that will guarantee that our caste sees its days of glory again. *his eyes narrowed and gleamed in that eternal malicious way* Can you meet me in my offices? I do not trust the stream to give us the required privacy...

L'syr: *His eyes squinted slightly when he saw who was contacting him though T'than's words had instantly piqued his curiosity.* Agreed, however I would not wish to disturb your privacy with your... human... *The statement was not meant as a courtesy but was uttered on lips twisted as though he was making a reference to a particularly tawdry incident. T'than's behavior at the trial...his perverted display of emotion had left his pupil deeply disappointed and confused. Even after they had spoken in the antechamber he was left not knowing exactly where the War Minister stood. But he had his suspicions and would eventually find out the truth, and what better way to begin than to agree to his request? On his own terms of course.*

GT: *His fingers gripped on the armrests for that first comment, but fortunately they were out of sight and there was absolutely no betrayal of his true reaction in his features.* You need not worry. *he replied rather placidly, his eyes unwavering from the screen and despite his knowledge that it was a Synod Member he was contacting, he showed no signs of any kind of reverence.* THE human is kept in her place and will not interrupt anything. *He spoke as a human would to his guest about a dangerous pet locked away. And smirking was so casual to him, he did not even have to make a mental effort to do it*

L: Very well, I shall attend. I am very busy but I shall clear a few minutes on my schedule. Your statement intrigues me. *It did more than that, though L'syr was loathe to let it show though his casual and almost uninterested manner.*

GT: You will find it most interesting, that much I assure you.

L: I shall arrive in your offices...*smirk*...when I am able. *He waved down the communication and sat back in his chair. In truth he had already finished his work for the day, but he would make T'than wait anyway, for a time. He was merely asserting his power and position...and demonstrating T'than's lack of it, by making him wait, and leaving him uncertain as to how long "when I am able" would translate to.*

GT: *The arrogant prick... How could T'than not feel a hint of pride... and at the same time extreme annoyance? He did not appreciate that attitude towards him for it could mean trouble though he had always seen to it that L'syr never beat him at anything. The old tale about student surpassing the master would not take place there. The General nodded, and showed no signs of being impressed... besides the extra time would allow him to yet do something he had not tried.*

~*~

L: *Two hours later he strode into T'than's office, flint-like blue eyes darting, taking in everything instantly; T'than was alone - no drones, and no little human in sight. That was nearly unfortunate - he had been ready to amuse himself with her at the expense of a little of T'than's pride. Pity. However, when his eyes did finally meet those of his mentor and he noted the other's presence, still strong after all that had happened, he allowed his expression to soften slightly to its former respectful aspect. T'than had taught him everything he knew and until he had come to his own final decision about him he would show most of his former regard.*

GT: *L'syr, at last. For those two hours T'than had not moved an inch from that chair. Not that he had had much work to do... in fact, he had done nothing but to make a certain call that had lasted only seconds. He was a perfect statue when L'syr walked in. There was no change in his expression, and nearly not a single motion of his eyes, but they were unwavering as they focused on the figure that walked into the room and also the only thing that seemed animated about T'than.

L: T'than. Sinuai Euhura. Please explain the matter for which you have summoned me here.

GT: *He could have answered the words that made his tongue tickle: that L'syr had waited too long and that it was now T'than who had no time, but he decided against it. It was... unwise. Especially because L'syr sounded rather forthcoming, and if T'than remembered well their encounter after the trial, he was indeed more than intrigued by the chance to see the warrior caste return to its golden days. A smirk crept slowly over his features, his eyes sparkling with malice. He did not even bother to greet the other verbally or otherwise.* No doubt you are aware of the Jaridian Zo'or keeps on board this ship... The Liaison they call her. *his fingers let go of the rests to wiggle over them as to convey a certain degree of satisfaction about what was on his mind*

Ls: If he was wise he would "keep" her with all the other animals...in a cage. *He wanted to add the same remark for T'than's human but decided to abstain for now.* What of her?

GT: She has been granted the job of seeing to it that our species communicate. As you are well aware, the truce implied that we keep each other posted on our general activities on a weekly basis. I find it preposterous... and it seems, so do the Jaridians...

Ls: *He arched his brow, stepping forward, his interest going from a mere dim spot in the back of his mind to a bright incandescent glow.* Continue.

GT: *It would seem his hand was ready to return to its rest, but instead it waved open a small datastream* There has not been a single communication from Jaridia to this ship for several weeks now... and it seems, that the esteemed Liaison has been failing her duties as well. 

For weeks now she was reported to have returned from a trip to her homeworld, and since that very day there is not a single official word from the Jaridians... except what she has laid out to us, of course, which apparently she had no way of obtaining. *there was clear sarcasm in his tone.* I am quite inclined to believe that they have grown as weary of this peace as we have. Naor'rin is merely keeping us distracted, maybe using her position as the means to obtain information about us that would benefit the Jaridians as they prepare for the ultimate war.

Ls: They would not dare! *he said, his eyes glowing slits and his gesticulating hands falling to his sides and clenching.* Our resources far exceed theirs - we can create human armies if necessary for a prolonged battle which I know they wish to avoid as they hope to stave off their inevitable demise.

GT: I have seen this happen once before. The signals are evident... so much so... *his fingers brushed on the panel to open the recording.* that while you were finishing your duties, I decided to make a certain call on behalf of our Jaridian... "friend".  *It was a voice only call which he had obtained by simply dialing the right code. He needn't even have to identify himself.*

"Naor'rin... you should know better than to call thru this channel. It is not safe. Wait until I instruct you on how to proceed. Maybe before long you will be allowed to return home, but it suits us all that you remain where you are for the moment." 

*That was undoubtedly the voice of a Jaridian, a male Jaridian. T'than knew him from Naor'rin's own memories and from the reports.* That was the voice of No'ram. He was leading the Jaridian intelligence before the truce. 

Ls: It would seem that he still holds the job.

GT: I find the coincidences so fascinating... would you not agree?

Ls: *His lips turned up in an oily smile and he looked toward the window.* Fascinating indeed. It would seem that Naor'rin has abandoned her duty to us as liaison and has become a spy, in essence... betraying us. 

GT: *The expression of his features was in nature the mirror of that on L'syr's. They had reached the same conclusion... the same delicious conclusion.*

L: *He didn't seem at all disturbed about such news - rather he seemed electrified with a strange excitement as he mulled some intriguing possibilities.* And she does it right under the nose of one of us... our leader no less... *He turned back from the window, half of his severe face in murky shadow.* And you are certain that Zo'or is unaware of the information that you have discovered?

GT: Quite. Even he would not stand back and watch the Jaridians make their preparations to strike us down... He is totally blind. *And Naor'rin would have gotten away with it all had the trial ended differently. T'than was intent on bringing her down... and that was one of the reasons that had him notice something was wrong.*

L: Excellent. I always believed it was sheer folly to elevate Zo'or into leadership, and now I can prove it, while at the same time ridding us of the Jaridians. *He paused, his fingers caressing over bioslurry walls.* First Naor'rin, and then... the rest of her species.

GT: Yes... though I believe it would only be a matter of time before we were rid of that nuisance. There has been no scientific breakthrough to help the Jaridians procreate again. They are dying L'syr... and if I know them well, they are intent on striking again, precisely because it is a last time. We may be superior in weapons and resources but they have one thing we do not. *he waited for the other's complete attention.* They have nothing to lose. *While they, the Taelons, might have discovered their way to endure, if Naor'rin had reported on that to the Jaridians, then they would have yet another reason to strike...* As for Zo'or... it is time he is brought down. We must act swiftly, and decisively. I have summoned you here for this one reason: we need to summon the whole of the Synod for an emergency meeting... and I need to be at such a meeting L'syr. If we are to acquit our caste, then I, as one of its most significant representatives have to be present! *if only to acquit his name as well and thus, his caste's... or so he wanted L'syr to think.* And of course, our dearest Jaridian liaison as well.

Ls: *He nodded.* I will call for a meeting immediately, and see to it that you are there...as well as the Jaridian. *He watched T'than's expression - the general looked to be savoring a thought that was giving him much pleasure* This information will indeed go far toward restoring respect for our caste. The Synod will be forced to see that we are a force to be reckoned with, and not to be ignored. *He emphasized with a shake of his fist* However, I can easily discern that you also have another...more personal motive. *He smiled*

GT: I want to see the look on Zo'or's face when I bring him the news.

Ls: *His hand opened outward, like a blooming flower* Of course. *He paced back to the center of the room, nodding curtly.* You will be informed when the Synod will convene. *Another nod and he strode from the room.*

GT: *He couldn't help the grin that spread on his face. Finally, everything was beginning to fall into place and his plan to return to greatness was going perfectly for the moment. In a few hours Zo'or would be discredited; Naor'rin would not be a nuisance anymore or a danger to his relationship with Cadence (she had already become too strong an influence for his taste)... and his caste would be valued once more, as well as his knowledge of the Jaridian. There was no one better for the job than he, and soon they would be at War - he was quite certain.

That was perhaps the only thing that could wipe the smile from his face. War... Granted it was his natural element, it still represented danger. The Jaridians probably still outnumbered them and he knew how despair could lend on so much more strength.

The episode on Lyra was never for too long forgotten. But now... now he would have his revenge!*

Book Eleven
Part Four

Truth and Consequences

N: *Naor'rin was lying on her bed, soft light reflecting on her naked and slightly perspiring body, giving her copper skin a tentative glow. But there was a shadow also hovering over her, projected on her by an ivory and toned body that danced in unison with hers...

She moaned through her parted lips, the sound slowly ebbing to silence in the empty room. She shifted, shuddered even, her eyelids shimmering as they menaced to open. Zo'or, she called... her mate, the one who had kept her bed and her heart warm on the previous nights. Since that one encounter in the training room their previous distance seemed to have been eliminated. They saw to it that nearly every night was filled with shared passion... instead of frustration and yearning.

The Jaridian felt the pleasure mounting. Blissful! Her body undulated against the soft coldness of Taelon skin... her sex quivered as it swallowed in the hardness of his love; so long, so thick... she felt him entering her to the core, making her breasts bounce with the ferocity of each thrust...

So close, so close now... She wanted to look into his eyes, wanted to open the windows of her soul so he could see the full length of her sentiment...

And that's when she screamed! Screamed of pleasure and of pain and of anguish. Not Zo'or... it was not Zo'or looking down at her; not him conquering her body and taking her to the hilt of pleasure. 

Naor'rin squirmed and convulsed, her eyes shutting and then... light, blinding! 

She woke up with a start. Her heart was racing wildly, wanting to escape thru her throat it seemed. It was hard to breathe, so hard. The sheet that had been covering her lay on the side of the bed, probably cast away by her frantic movements. She rose on her hands, gathering the sheet around her body, looking... looking anxiously around her for the sight of him.

But she was alone. She had always been alone in her quarters. All a dream... it had been all a dream... Several hours had passed since Zo'or had left to tend to his duties. He had left her resting on the bed... but no, her dream had felt too real. There was wetness between her legs, and she realized upon a slower blink and a sigh that the image behind her eyelids was not that of her quarters.

In fact, she had never remembered having been to such place... that is, until her mind showed her once more and with crystal clarity how the room was decorated, how the light reflected on every object displayed... as well as on her and her company...

Naor'rin leaned against the head of the bed, her knees pulled up against her chest. Another blink brought back the image... she shuddered. It couldn't be... yet... she was not sleeping anymore. And still... she could remember. Not only the face; but sound, touch, smell and taste.

Slowly one image after the other began to assault her mind. Her hair wet as it was now; her vision blurred as she knocked at a door... then a brief talk... despair... sadness... empathy and want... finally a kiss... and another... and at last surrender and comfort... and it was Sc'orr in every single one of those pictures.

It made sense now... all of her strange dreams of the past weeks! They had never been dreams... but merely her own mind trying to recollect something that for some reason it had locked away.

Her head ached terribly! It seemed about to burst... the same as her heart. She couldn't have... couldn't have betrayed Zo'or. Yet the evidence lay in her mind; the images and the memory taking full shape before her.

She had made love to Sc'orr...

Still in a state of disbelief she jumped out of her bed and went straight to her console, wrapping the sheet around herself and combing her hair with her fingers along the way. She opened a datastream, activated voice command and dialed Sc'orr. She needed to know... by all the gods, she needed to hear from his own lips that she had not gone insane. It was not what she wanted though... it was too cruel to learn the truth and discover that she may have already lost everything she had accomplished with Zo'or...*

Sc: *Soothing and cool, blue energy fell over his body in flurries of forgetfulness as Sc'orr relaxed. The days had passed smoothly, his newest volunteer, Zara, proving herself to be an invaluable asset to his office staff.

She was also lovely to behold; the Taelon often times found his blue eyes resting upon her during moments when there was a pause in his work. Sc'orr imagined that he could see her face mirrored in the raining particles, her curls in its many tendrils, but suddenly she faded away - not because he had fallen asleep, but because his shower had deactivated to alert him to an incoming hail.

Rising, he walked through his darkened bedchamber and waved open his console. Another lovely face from his fantasies confronted him...fantasies which had for one blissful night, become reality.*

N: *It was nearly painful to see his face! He looked so casual, yet... she closed her eyes for a brief moment, wanting to gather herself, but his image was carried into her mind where it took it by assault, reminding her all the more keenly why she was making that call.* 

Sc: Naor'rin... greetings, *he said, his large eyes reflecting confusion that was not his alone. She was upset about something -- of that he was sure.* The hour is late - is something wrong?

N: *Green eyes focused on the image before them, looking bigger and shinier from all the anxiety printed on them* I need to see you... *no that sounded wrong; almost too casual, almost as if he were not the head of human relations and was just... Sc'orr, someone she had shared herself with.* Forgive me for contacting you at this time but, something has come up… something we need to discuss. Can we arrange a meeting now? Maybe in your offices.

*Denial. She knew he had been resting; it was clear she had interrupted him. But she didn't want to come anywhere near his quarters. Too personal. It made everything all too real. She waited for his answer and for nothing else. *

Sc: Yes, *he said, his voice holding a hint of concern*...I shall leave now and see you in several minutes.

N: *The datastream was barely closed and she was already stepping into a cold shower, coming out of it in only a few minutes, her hair towel dried and braided.

It took her even less to slip into a jumpsuit, put on the usual robe over it, and she was stepping out the door still tying the band that went around her waist.

Perhaps five minutes later she was standing at Sc'orr's door... Yet, it seemed that knocking on it took longer than everything else. He was inside. She knew it in her bones, and dreaded what was to come. In her core she knew it was true... yet, she felt she had to talk to him even so, if only to find out why it had happened, what were his feelings on it... and why she had forgotten.

The door opened and she stepped inside, tentative step after tentative step. Her body language betrayed her anxiety, her green eyes couldn't bear to look deeply into his as she would casually have done had the situation been another.* 

Sc: *He watched her - she had not even greeted him which was very strange.* Naor'rin, *he said finally,* what is wrong? Why the urgency in needing to come here tonight?

N: I need to talk to you. *her tone conveyed that perfectly. There was near despair in the way the words trembled as they issued from her lips* about our previous meeting… in your quarters. *her speech trailed off. She looked at her hands holding each other before her, but then her chin rose.* 

Sc: *His lips parted and a hand rose to his chest. Then he looked away from her - he now understood why she was so upset.* I see.

N: I remember... at first I thought them to be dreams, my subconscious playing pranks on me but then... tonight... *she wasn't making any sense, she thought to herself with a sigh* #Gather your wits Naor'rin# We made love, didn't we?

Sc: *He didn't say anything and then he took in a long and silent breath, letting it out softly, his strong shoulders falling, and he nodded.* Yes. *Simple, succinct...and sad - not a tone of voice one would expect to hear when discussing lovemaking.* For weeks I had expected to have this conversation, but the trial occurred and life continued and... you never came. 

N: *The flush that had tainted her features in red was suddenly drained out by a feeling that rendered her speechless and stole the air from her very lungs. Was that panic?* Weeks... *Yes, it had been weeks; weeks since she had returned from her homeworld, distraught, the feeling of loneliness and despair ruling her heart, becoming a near physical pain that followed her everywhere. Her eyes cast downwards, Naor'rin faced away from him.* Has it been so long? *her memories were now as fresh as though it had happened yesterday. She couldn't understand the reason for her late recollection.* How could I have simply... forgotten? *her eyes looked his way. It had been beautiful, she remembered her guilty happiness* And why didn't you come to me?

Sc: *He turned and walked over to a shelf and contemplated shimmering artifacts arranged upon it.* Eventually I assumed that your memories would remain locked away and... I stopped thinking about it. You were Zo'or's mate and I knew that what I desired would never come to pass; I needed to get over you, and I moved on with my life toward that end.

N: Built upon a lie Sc'orr? *her features looked deadly pale, as if all the distress she had worn that day when she went to him was back to devour her. But she swallowed her own words: wasn't she building her happiness now upon a lie too? Zo'or would never forgive her, of that she was certain...Maybe it had been her guilty subconscious to make her remember, to make her realise that all the happiness she was living was as ephemeral as the wind. A climax, and nothing more...loneliness and emptiness would come again*

She sighed and gulped down, the sound audible in her dry throat.* A blocking... *his hands on her temples, yes, and then a blank. He had done it.* Then the dreams... the incoherent pictures... the sensations... *her sex closed up, almost making her feel him inside her. She took her hands to her chest as though having trouble breathing.*

Sc: *Sc'orr's duties had nearly doubled once he was placed to monitor T'than, and finally thoughts of the lovely Jaridian had plagued him less and less. And then there had been Zara... He turned and walked over to her and placed his hands upon her shoulders.* You were not dreaming... or perhaps you were, but you were dreaming of memories Naor'rin. 

N: *She looked into his eyes; they were again both sad, both wary and torn by their memories. It was impossible not to sense the deja vu, only this time... the desire was gone, quenched already by that one night of pleasure... and by the fact that they had both moved on.*

Sc: *He smiled softly* You need not fear, your sanity is safe.

N: Sanity... *she looked downwards and away.* That might be safe, but my relationship with Zo'or is doomed. *which of course meant that she was doomed herself. She couldn't live with the guilt.*  Why... why did you have to make me forget? *flashing green eyes returned to gaze into his blue ones* I have been leading Zo'or astray, fooling him, deceiving him with a notion of happiness that... 

Sc: *He led her to the sofa and sat down next to her, taking one of her hands into his own and looking into her eyes* Please understand, what I did I did to protect you; you were so distraught after our union, and worried that Zo'or would discover our indiscretion. I could not leave you to bear such a weight, especially after what you told me...

N: *Indiscretion... so they said Taelons were the master of understatements. And in all her confusion, she had perhaps forgotten the most important detail of the whole night: her confession... It dawned on her with his words, each a sword that sliced thru her body and was twisted with vicious skill* By the Gods...

Sc: The Jaridians... the war... yes, I know.

N: *She felt like crying, but for some reason the tears had been drained from her eyes as the colour had from her face. A statue stood before Sc'orr for long moments, and statue that broke into a shudder and moved away from him as though he radiated extreme heat.*

Sc: I remember when you left that night - I had hoped that you would remember, despite my blocking your memory but now... now I wish you had not, because I see the pain that it brings you now. I was so in love with you - I had been since the first moment we met. *He squeezed her hand once* Even now, there will always remain a small part within me that still loves you.

N: *Yes, she knew that to be true... But they were friends, no more than that...and that meant that she had lost his love... and she would soon lose Zo'or's as well.* I love Zo'or... *she said, her voice full of certainty.* but I fear his love for me will not survive so many injuries... injuries I have inflicted myself.

Sc: *There was little he could say; what she said was true, and they were both guilty.*

 N: We were doing so well Sc'orr... we were better than ever! And now this... *what if he came to her that night...what if they once again shared their bodies, and worse... their minds. She couldn't bear to hurt him in such a way. He was powerful yes... but he had laid his weakness at her feet, and she had betrayed that trust.* That love you still have for me will do me little good... our night of passion was... *a mistake, they both knew it now, but she never said it. However beautiful, whatever sense it made then, they had forgotten that that moment would become part of their lives; that one moment and a bad decision may have ruined everything. At least for her...*

Sc: Please sit back down, *he said, almost desperately, not sure what to do in the face of her despair.*

N: What am I going to do?

Sc: *He shook his head minutely* There is nothing to be done - we cannot take back what happened between us. We both were consensual Naor'rin and are both to blame. But the timing was ripe to catch us both in a moment of weakness - I, due to the stress of the impending trial, and you, with your woes with Zo'or at the time and... your other secret. Couple those reasons with our mutual attraction to each other...*he paused and looked down*...Well, it is too late to lament over it now. 

N: *She knew he was right, of course. They had always felt that attraction, and it had always been beyond platonic. Granted that she saw in him the maturity that Zo'or sometimes lacked, Sc'orr and his emotions had always been alluring to her. They would have succumbed eventually... a moment of weakness was all it took.* I know. I do not lament what we had Sc'orr... only the repercussions. In another reality perhaps, I would embrace it... but in the one we live in. *she pulled her hand from his and hugged herself* I fear the price of it might be too high.

Sc: There is one way, and only one way, that could remedy this situation... but you would need to agree to it. *He lifted his hand and brushed it over her temple* I could block your memory again. If you consented, my entrance into your thoughts would be assured, and the blocks might indeed become permanent because you would wish for it to be so. 

N: *A blocking... a stronger one maybe. Her mind consented right away, tempted to give in to the despair that had settled in. Yes, it could be possible...*

Sc: But you should also know that there could be a risk before you agree. *His eyes were like lasers, looking right at her* So much time has passed since then - there is a risk that when I block the memories of our night together that other memories which reside nearby, could also be at risk. My discipline is excellent, my mind focused, but I cannot guarantee that you might not lose part or even all of certain memories which came after, and if you did, I do not know what those memories would be. You could lose a day where you did nothing at all but relax in your quarters or... you could lose a night that you experienced with Zo'or. *He shook his head* There are no guarantees where the mind is concerned.

N: *Her thoughts were a mess, incoherent and contradictory. On one side were the prospects of living in ignorance - blissful ignorance - perhaps permanent. Zo'or would never have to know and she would never have to know. On the other side... she could be losing more than just that one memory... she could be losing moments with Zo'or... she would be betraying him again in the process... risking more than she was willing to.*

Sc: *He watched her mull over his words in polite, yet anxious, silence. Finally, he reached out and touched her on her shoulder, asking gently,* Naor'rin, do you wish to proceed?

N: *She shook her head* No Sc'orr, enough lies. Eventually my mind would struggle to remember, I know it. And if I lost more than that one night, chances are Zo'or would notice. *she paused and took a deep breath* I made this mistake; I will have to face the consequences for it. Running from it won't solve anything. *her hands rested in her lap and she glanced at them somewhat nervously.* I would not risk losing any of the moments I have with Zo'or either... I need them Sc’orr; I need them desperately to hold on to them when times change. *she looked at him then, sincerity printed in her deep green eyes* And times will change, once my species decides to make its move.

Sc: *He nodded, his entire being radiating remorse, before his lips echoed it.* Yes, I know. For awhile I had forgotten, content to dwell on the positives, like the impending birth of T'than's child but...deep inside myself I always knew that day would come, even before you revealed the secret. *He rose, beckoning her to him though he dared not touch her instead keeping his hands near his sides, a Taelon suddenly deprived of his fluidity.* Naor'rin...please know that...I never meant to hurt you...*he looked at the floor*...and that I am sorry. *She only nodded and then turned away from him sadly.

He knew she could not remain - it was best that she leave and get back to her life and the problems she would soon face on many fronts, but before she could step through the open door he suddenly grabbed her arm, spinning her almost roughly,* Naor'rin, I realize that there will be darkness in the coming days but I wanted you to know that I will always stand by you. Please remember this - even if it does not look like it is so do not be deceived. *pause* I will be watching out for you.

*He stood looking at the door for a long while after she had gone, wondering what muse of premonition had whispered into his soul and causing him to utter his final words to her. He did not know, but there was a facet of himself - a shard embedded in some misty part of his mind that told him...

Dark times were on the horizon.

Book Eleven

Part Five

A Spy Among Us

*L'syr stood in his place within the Synod circle, his staunch posture radiating his usual and formidable arrogance. He watched as the final members arrived and took their places, scanning over them, looking like he did not even see them, his normal tactic, keeping them unaware that he saw each and every one with almost alarming depth.

Ti'el stood shyly, preferring not to be noticed. Weak.

Sc'orr met his eyes - that was noteworthy, but the older Taelon projected nothing except a rather unfortunate air of benevolence. He should have never come back...

Da'an looked around himself, eyes blinking slowly, his look that of interested curiosity. The Humans' image of divine Taelon purity and perfection. Humans however, saw what they wanted to see.

B'Lar was there, L'syr's own protégé and T'than's replacement. He was quite competent but L'syr still hoped that the assignment would not need to be permanent.

He glanced over the others - they were primarily unimportant, until he spied the leader.

Zo'or was acting his part as the typical, haughty ruler, pretending irritation at L'syr's request to call an emergency convening of the Synod but the Minister of Defense was well aware that he was nervous as well - he had revealed small things during their conversation to make sure of it; a traitor amongst them who moved within the Taelon Elite.

Zo'or's childish youth would not serve him today - he would be totally unprepared for what he was about to hear...and soon, if all went well, L'syr himself might be elevated to the leadership - the reward for bringing the Jaridian spy to justice!

Of course, technically, T'than would precede him for the job...and the information was coming due to his intelligence but, his demotion had moved L'syr in front of him. Even if it was decided to reinstate him though, at least the military caste would take back its rightful place, once more taking the Taelons in the direction they were destined for: Dominance over Earth and beyond.

His blue eyes swept to the side, now contemplating the War Minister. Yes, he felt sure that his mentor would once more be viewed as an asset, rather than an embarrassment. Either T'than would become leader, or L'syr would, and in the latter case, he would reinstate T'than's membership into the Synod. 

Either way, it would give the War Minister other things to think about than that human. And when that happened, they would dispose of her and the half-breed...together. His lips curved into an uncustomary smile and he waited and watched as Zo'or stepped to the podium to commence the beginning of his own downfall.*

GT: *Everything was in place... including himself, occupying his former position beside L'syr in the Synod. How curious... his replacement was there, but T'than felt as much a part of the ruling body of his kind as he ever had. In fact, he felt quite superior this time, being the one that had caused that summit and one of the few who knew the reason for it. Even Zo'or, ever self-important, was totally unaware. How beautiful that was...

Finally he would learn that what he had attempted with Cadence in the past would not go unpunished.* 

Z: *He stood with confidence, letting that gesture speak his intent. He would not be intimidated by meddling underlings with delusions of grandeur and ambitious hopes of padding their own military resume. He had better things to do, and more pressing issues to deal with. It was an inopportune occasion in which to call a meeting, the worst aspect of the scenario being that a part of him was tugging at him, like an anchor dragging him into an impending despair. There was need to worry. Something... something that he had not seen, and did not suspect.*

Let us call this meeting to session. *he said calmly* I am fascinated L'syr to discover what news you have brought to us. *sarcastically* Do enlighten us.

GT: *T'than closed his eyes for a brief moment, as if to savor that moment; the moment when Zo'or called to him his own doom. The irony was delicious. The general was the hunter watching as his prey fell right into his trap, unsuspecting, but frightened... but above all, powerless.*

D: *He looks around at the various members present and nods to those who see him. He wonders why L'syr has called this meeting and in his mind L'syr is too often trying to prove his importance which is sometimes quite overrated. He is very wary of him as he is not one to be trusted. As to T'than, well he is another problem.

He takes his seat next to Zo'or and decides to wait for events to develop, but he does not like the sudden urgency for this meeting.*

Ls: *He stepped forward, the floor rising under him until it was he who now stood slightly above all the others, looking down upon them.* Enlightenment is at hand Zo'or, and because you wisely chose not to clutter this gathering with superfluous speech, you shall receive it now. *His eyes moved dismissively from Zo'or's and he turned outward toward the entire circle.*

The Taelons have become complacent; many of you have stood where I stand now, bartering your pride for peace with those who are our enemies. I and those of my caste have repeatedly warned you of the error of your ways but we have been vociferously opposed and accused of refusing to follow a new path that will lead us to good fortune and continue our ascent toward perfection.

The truth of the matter however is that you nearly led us to damnation! *His fist slammed against the side of the podium but then his eyes met T'than's for a moment and he smiled triumphantly.* I use the word "nearly" because once again, as we have done in the past, the Military caste has stepped in and we shall be the ones to redeem our species. Our affiliations with our enemies are looked upon as weakness, and they have exploited it. As we talk peace they plan war...*his piercing eyes met eleven other pairs, one at a time*...war against *us*.

GT: *T'than listened, acting as the perfectly well-behaved guest, his presence nearly imperceptible and surely not deemed misplaced should an onlooker behold the scene. L'syr had spoken eloquently... and truthfully as well. War was the one thing they abhorred, but it was T'than's way of living... nothing but impending conflict would make the Taelons - by nature impassionate to the point of indifference - fight unless their lives were threatened. At last they had understood, and there was one thought they all shared: spiritual perfection meant nothing if they could not survive.*

Ls: There is an enemy among us - a traitor who seeks for our destruction, and it is someone whom we have trusted, though I and certain others have always believed that trust to be misplaced.

D: *His eyes go cold as he stands up and looks at L'syr, his fingers making frustrated twitching movements as he speaks:* Instead of complaining about Taelons becoming complacent and being led to damnation, you should be showing us some proof concerning this alleged traitor of yours whom you are so sure is among us. If you have serious proof we may begin to believe your assumptions.

Ls: *He regarded Da'an icily* I may have been guilty of many things in my lifetime Da'an, however "complaining" is not one of them. You should already know that I would never call an impromptu meeting of this body unless I had the proof to back up the statements that I have made thus far. *He watched, satisfied that he had made his point, but Da'an still insisted upon continuing to try his patience.*

D: *Darting his eyes in T'than's direction, he asks:* Also, I would like to know why it was deemed necessary for T'than to be present at this meeting. As far I can recall, he is no longer a member of the Synod. If his presence is necessary then it does not bode well for the meeting at hand. 

Ls: You seem to have missed much. Politicking must indeed be tiring for you, leaving you so fatigued that you miss facts which are blatantly before you. *He gazed at some of the others* And Da'an is not the only one it would seem. As for T'than's presence here, I would not have requested it unless I deemed it necessary as it pertains to the issue at hand. This meeting could not take place without it.

D: *He slowly sits down keeping his eyes on L'syr.*

Ls: You shall have your proof Da'an - it will be displayed for all to see. *He gestured toward where T'than sat and beckoned him to step forward to the podium.* General T'than will continue the presentation from this point.

Z: *He straightened his shoulders, his annoyance becoming even more apparent.* Fascinating. But really, can we get to the point? *He turned facing T'than* And when it comes to him... *smirking* it is one matter to allow his presence during this official Synod function, but I will not allow you to turn this meeting into a three-ring circus by calling anyone and everyone to speak in front of this committee. If there is a traitor amongst us they ought to be revealed post haste so that a formal official investigation may adequately ascertain whether or not there is reason for further discussion of this matter, and subsequent motions to act. 

Ls: Really Zo'or, *he said with a condescending raise of one eyeridge*...I hardly consider my calling one individual to speak akin to the supposed throngs of beings you seem to think wait in a line to stand before us. As for the traitor, had I not had to engage in tedious debate with you and Da'an they would have been revealed by now. But now, the proof you require awaits. T'than shall present it for it was he who conducted the investigation. *A final nod and he stepped back, allowing the War Minister to replace him on the podium.*

GT: *He nods and steps forward, a gesture not at all unfamiliar to him. Perhaps for that reason only there was no hint as to his apprehension or the fact that he had not forgotten that he did not belong among them. No... he belonged there, that was crystal clear... but nothing in his behavior evidenced that the trial had ever taken place or that any of them had ever shunned him.* In this case, though I admit it is not usual for an outsider to speak... the fact remains Zo'or, that I know enough about these procedures to have my voice admitted here. L'syr only asked that I speak because he acknowledges this... and it so appears that it is the same with others present. *he looked around himself, offering each Taelon a short glance as salute. He disliked most of them but did not let it show, not even when his eyes crossed Sc'orr's or Da'an's* But my presence here is not the issue at hand, but the very reason why it is necessary.

As you all know I was reinstated to my position as War Minister and that brought with it many assignments that had been neglected during my absence from duty. I returned to find that no one had resumed my work, and there was much to be done. Such recklessness as to leave the security files unchecked could have cost us dearly! 

Mind you, I happened to stumble upon data that struck me as being much more than coincidence. *how casual he made it all sound.* It took me several days to confirm the suspicions - suspicions that I have always had - about a certain individual. After a careful and thorough examination of all the evidence and files at my disposal, I reached one conclusion alone... Some of you might find it shocking, others more enlightened might have foreseen this.* he paused for a moment, smirking in Zo'or's direction.* There is indeed a traitor among us. A being that is given full access to our files, to our very secrets and that has been making good use of them by reporting to the Jaridians all our weaknesses, be it strategic information on our weapons systems or on our own progress in solving the core energy crisis...

Enticed by this, sure of victory... the ones we had recently begun to deem as peaceful, that some would even call allies... are in fact preparing to launch a preemptive strike on Earth and on the Taelons. *he paused, to gather himself, both his hands behind his back and his chin lifted.*

The Jaridians are preparing for war... while we lay in the comfort of this false notion of truce they have blinded us with!

*His tone dared anyone to say otherwise, and he even paused to give them a chance to refute his words.* Just in case you need proof, I took the liberty of including my findings in this small disk.*T'than walked to a console himself, opening a datastream that displayed the conclusions of his findings, as well as the dates for all the calls that had been made, files that had been transferred... reports that were missing...* And if even this is not enough for those among you too blinded by faith in this murderous species, I figured a spoken confession might convince you. *he ran his fingers over the controls again, and the resonant Jaridian voice of No'ram filled the room*

"...You should know better than to call thru this channel. It is not safe. Wait until I instruct you on how to proceed. Maybe before long you will be allowed to return home, but it suits us all that you remain where you are for the moment."

Some among us know this voice... it is No'ram, head of Jaridian intelligence... obtained when I myself performed a voice-only call to Jaridian space, using the same code as our spy does. Now judge for yourselves the wisdom in this truce... and the wisdom in shunning those of the Warrior Caste!

D: *A blush overtakes him as he closes his eyes tightly and shakes his head in disbelief as he listens to those words of doom. Why have they been so blind? After all the work and meetings with the Jaridians, was that all in vain, or is this the work of a dissident group of Jaridians? He knew that they were not a people to be trusted, but this evidence has saddened him considerably. He is afraid that this may mean war.* # Will this war ever come to an end? #

UNC: *The Companion to the United Nations looked around himself with unease; there was no denying the proof displayed in both the visual and audio files. One thing about the Military caste, they were extremely thorough.* It is clear that the facts displayed are indisputable. *Those words were directed at T'than, but Ti'el knew better than to disrupt the chain of command for too long and so he directed his next statement to L'syr.* Minister L'syr, are you prepared to offer the name of this traitor?

Ls: *He nodded to the War Minister who stepped aside, leaving him again in the forefront of the room* I am, and I shall do more than tell you. *He pressed his finger to the console before him and the large doors at the back of the chamber dissolved in a breath of foreboding air.* I will show you. *Gestured outward with his arm and his audience turned simultaneously, as if it had been a choreographed action, just in time to see two brawny volunteers escort in the lithe and slender woman.* 

~*~

N: *As she stood by the door to the bridge her mind could not recollect every picture and frame of the last five minutes for they had gone by so fast that her powerful sight had missed most of it. Looking back she could only recall standing up, tying the knot of the flimsy robe that covered her naked body and heading to the door. She knew it was not Zo'or, and she was quite unprepared to receive the visit of a group of volunteers. She recalled only the stern and toneless voice telling her she was to accompany them... 

They gave her only the time to dress into something more appropriate before literally dragging her away from her quarters and thru the hallways of the Mothership. They were blessedly empty, as it was late in the day and most humans were resting at that time. 

But now she stood there, her thoughts stumbling over each other as she tried to make sense of what was happening. She had been with Zo'or just the previous night and she had caught nothing about him that could evidence there was some kind of problem... no, of that she was sure! There was no sign of conflict either... so it couldn't be that which had them treat her in such way... 

She had no time for further musing... light came thru the doors hitting her full on the face and making her eyes squint. Next thing she knew, she was facing the whole of the Taelon Synod.* 

Ls: I believe that you are all acquainted with this female...*his eyes fixed on Zo'or*...some of you *much* more than others. *The innuendo in his tone was unmistakable. She was brought to stand below him in front of the podium and made to face the Taelons.*

Behold, Naor'rin of Jaridia - Liaison to the Taelons... and a spy. 

N: *Her heart sank... she felt the warmth draining from her limbs and from her quickly paling face. No, it couldn't be! Her eyes darted in Sc'orr's direction, guiltily, before it even dawned on her that she should remain calm and not act as scared as she felt. Afraid... she was indeed, on the account of facing her worst fear become true. Had it been Sc'orr who had betrayed his word and sold her out... or... had Zo'or himself seen it in her mind... Could it be that her own guilty conscience had confessed her sins? 

The confusion was well printed in her face... and was slowly changing into shock.* 

Z: *He stared for a moment, first, not understanding. Not seeing who she was. Not knowing that her appearance there was a sure indicator of a betrayal deeper than he ever might have imagined in his most paranoid moments of doubt. But then recognition set in, and he knew that everything was shattering. They had found something, and it had been perfect. But now it was gone. Caught by the hand of fate and whisked away from him with the same magic that had made her flesh and bone. 

Had he been anyone else, he might have been able to deny her guilt. To look away, and deny evidence, even when it appeared well formed, and undeniable. He could have looked upon her with the forgiveness of a lover, rather than the judgment of a leader.* 

D: *When he sees Naor'rin being hauled in by those Volunteers, his energy races through his pathways in momentary surprise. He looks at Zo'or to see his reaction and feels he is as surprised as he is but he hides it well. If this is indeed true that Naor'rin is the spy in question, what could have motivated her to change her seemingly unwavering loyalty to the Taelons in such a way? She seems very nervous and ill at ease which does not bode well in her defense. * 

N: #Zo'or...# *she called to him, but his mind was closed to her... she could not make out if he was shocked by it all... or ruthlessly cold to what was happening before his eyes.* #Please, I don't know what is happening!# 

Sc: *He watched her, the blue pools of his eyes reflecting her frightened and confused face - she had been dragged in there and it was obvious that she was completely unaware as to why. Then he looked at the smirking, gloating faces of T'than and L'syr; was there no end to their hatred and cruelty? He had known that eventually the Taelons would discover the impending war, but he had hoped it would be because of Naor'rin's warning. Nothing could be worse than the current circumstances. He could speak up in her defense, but he know that his words would only make things worse, both for her and for him, and it would be impossible to help her if he was also branded a traitor and held as a prisoner.*

Z: *His face was frozen, his eyes, his hands, set as still as metal. It was all he could do because if he moved, it would be real, and his face would give away everything he was thinking. It could be nothing; it could be taken out of context. True, still, she had lied to conceal it from him. Had she told him, trusted him, he could have helped her, and perhaps averted the shame her lies were now dousing them with. Now there was no turning back, and no time to question or to understand. 

There was only damage control. He spoke to the volunteers that escorted her, his voice still clinging to calm.* Release her. 

GT: *He needed all his control not to explode in sheer laughter. How incredibly gratifying it was to see Zo'or struggling so valiantly against the news. He had to admit, the younger Taelon held on remarkably to his cool composure. But he had gone so rigid that T'than was quite sure he would break if he received another blow... The same could not be said of Naor'rin. Her emotions were much easier to guess: she was utterly surprised over the whole scenario, but had acted as though she had been expecting that fatality. It was curious indeed... but he was simply too overwhelmed with the pleasure of seeing her so helpless to give it any further thought. Yes... despair had always enhanced her natural beauty. 

He let a smirk form in his lips as he beheld her, eyeing her from head to toe.* 

Z: *A few seconds passed, and the two officers remained unmoved, their hands still firmly latched on each of her arms. They looked to L'syr for guidance.* If you do not let her go immediately, *rage began to creep into his tone, and though he was speaking to the Volunteers, his words sought to speak to the immediate audience as well* ... I will be forced to remind you of the proper chain of command in the most unpleasant manner possible. 

*They released her*

Now. Leave! 

N: *She rubbed her arms as if she was cold. They hurt where the goons had gripped, but she needed the physical contact and the touch to tell her it was all real and not just an evil prank of her subconscious. Naor'rin looked past L'syr, at Zo'or. She hid the plea deep in her eyes, and the apologies that gleamed with the tears so dangerously close to the surface. She knew he could see and feel the anguish eating away at her soul. All eyes were on her... 13 pairs, most of them with anger or hatred, some with pity or shame.* 

Z: *Two backs walked through the door, leaving Naor'rin looking small and alone. There was nothing there, nothing that her eyes could convey that would make it go away. There was no explanation where he hoped to find one, and no hope of a good lie at that.* 

N: *Her hands rose to push the long strands of her loose hair away from her face. Even trapped, she had to do something. Her eyes darted towards the Taelon that stood right before her.* What is the meaning of this? *she managed to ask, her cheeks resuming some of their colour as they turned slightly darker with anger. A clever cover for her true sentiments.* Is this how you honor the agreement between our species, by mistreating the spokesperson for the Jaridians? *her words were strong, despite the weakness at her knees and that was slowly winning over her confidence... but the greatest blow came when warning flashed like white pain in her mind. Something was amiss in that picture... someone! She had been so distraught that she had missed the figure of T'than, standing not far and glaring at her in that way she knew so well: arrogant, gloating, and wicked.* 

Ls: Honoring agreements? *he asked, glee behind his words as he watched the Taelon she had addressed look away from her, but Naor'rin turned his way and faced him and he continued.* You should ask yourself that question Liaison, not us! As for mistreatment, you are being treated the same as any traitor and I...*he gestured gracefully to his chest*...am only doing what is in the best interest of my species by bringing your treachery to light. 

Z: Do not think, *he spoke to L'syr* that I am not cognizant of the duplicitous nature of your claims, and your false patriotism. You forget the place of the warrior caste. But I do not. Your attempt to defame my administrative abilities is thinly veiled at best. 

Yet I cannot ignore evidence, no matter how devious its acquisition might be. The flimsy case presented here is enough to suggest that a Jaridian war is in the works, however it presents a scant case for convicting... *her name caught in his throat*... the Jaridian Liaison. 

N: *Her eyes closed for a moment, wanting to shun away all those who seemed to be looking so intensely into them that their stares reached her soul. They knew... they knew of the war, knew of what she had hidden... it could only have been one person to reveal that; one Taelon who looked so sadly at her, guilt written all over the lovely figure of his angelic face. Yes... angel perhaps... but one with black wings. How could he? Naor'rin beheld Sc'orr for a moment... and then the one whom she knew would do nothing for her. His hands were tied as leader... or perhaps they moved by their own will and that was merely a theatre of deception, made to play with her mind.* 

Ls: *He smiled, his teeth slightly showing as though Zo'or had just uttered the funniest remark* You flatter yourself Zo'or. I need not spend useless energy nor my limited time in any attempt to defame your ‘administrative abilities,' when the evidence of your incompetence is so clearly laid before us in these files. *He held up a slim datapad and then set it back down softly.* 

Z: I have reviewed your evidence, and I do not share you contentions as to their meaning. A full investigation by those better suited to the task will begin immediately. You will surrender all your supposed evidence to them. As for the accused, she will be surrendered to my custody, and detained in her quarters until her guilt is either rebutted or irrevocably proven. 

N: *Their prisoner... that was what she was now. As humiliated as she felt, there was nothing worse than the look of disappointment that she couldn't miss in his face. Was it over... was it over between them? She wanted to cry, to lash out... but her hurt was so deep that it rendered her frozen.*

Z: Do I make myself entirely clear? 

GT: Crystal. *T'than's voice echoed in the room.* However, I must request that the Jaridian be treated as any other individual under such accusations. *such a subtle way to accuse him of favoring her...* She must be confined to a room dislodged of any tools that she might use to escape or cause damage to others, or even herself. Naor'rin is a dangerous individual, even amongst Jaridians... I have studied her record. Her mentor was no other than No'ram and she is a skilled fighter. It is against wisdom to keep her locked up with such low security requirements. 

I recommend that she be sent to a high security cell. *he looked directly at her.* I trust that if she is so convinced of her innocence, she will not object to spending a few days in mild discomfort in the confinement area until we can verify the data. *he glances sideways at Zo'or* Though I believe it is a waste of precious time. I have verified it enough times as it is. *his eyes moved to others as he continued to speak* War is at our doors, we should be doing everything in our power to discover as much as we can of the Jaridians' plans instead of wasting our resources in trying to salvage an individual who has so blatantly betrayed our trust!

Ls: *He folded his arms. There was nothing more to be said and though Zo'or was making a grand speech, L'syr knew that he was merely stalling the inevitable for no matter how many others checked and rechecked T'than's findings, the end result would be the same. He waited for Zo'or to call in the guards to escort her to a cell, but the young leader surprised him by ordering something else.*

Z: I take your suggestions under advisement T'than, despite the fact that given your current position, they are barely worth the sound waves on which they are transmitted. *His words were quiet, but cut off at the ends, the last whispering syllables eaten by his emotion.* My orders stand. 

GT: *His anger had the supremacy to his expression for very little time. Zo'or could squirm all he wanted; the whole Synod was far more convinced of her guilt than of her innocence. So the young leader's comeback was of little consequence... T'than had taken the first step towards resuming power and Zo'or knew it. Why else would he need to remind T'than of his temporary position? So the smirk returned to his face quickly enough, as did the look of victory. Even if he could not move directly within the Synod, he would make sure someone else would. And in this issue, it would not be hard to find supporters.* It would appear the Synod agrees with you... for the moment... *he stepped back, slightly into the shadows, which only served to enhance the cruel gleam of his pale blue eyes now focused on the Jaridian. Her luck would wane... sooner rather than later. In fact... he had a feeling Zo'or was not at all pleased with the situation...* 

Z: *He pushed a series of buttons at his station that summoned another set of Volunteers* Escort the liaison back to her quarters and place a rotating lockout on her door. 

N: *She looked around at the thirteen figures standing before her. The air was polluted with scorn and foul emotions. It did not matter what Zo'or would or would not do, their decision had been made. Pale green orbs focused on the one who stood in the centre, tall and impressive, frightening even as she almost did not recognize the one who had come to represent the world to her. Naor'rin took a deep breath, straightening herself up almost proudly. She had hidden her kind's plans, but... last she had learned they had not reached a full accord on actually going thru with the war. That would have to be her defense... at least with Zo'or. She had betrayed him... in more ways than he knew at the moment. 

Fingers encircled her arms again, pressing against the soreness they had inflicted only minutes ago. She did not resist, at all... a last glance at T'than told him it was not over... but her green eyes conveyed nothing but misery when they crossed with Zo'or's* 

D: *Seeing Naor'rin being taken from the meeting, he decides to give her a piece of his mind. He rises from his seat and takes a step towards her. The Volunteers, on seeing him, stop their advance. He looks at her with pity in his eyes and say:* Naor'rin, while you are alone in your quarters, think about the following: You say you love Zo'or. If this is true then you should have warned him of this eminent danger to his species instead of playing a double game of deceit. Decide where your affiliations are. Are they with the Taelons or do you prefer taking sides with the Jaridians? You must choose one or the other once and for all. You should know where your priorities lie. 

N: *She looked past Da'an and at Zo'or, who observed seemingly impassive to the whole scene* I know where they lie. *indeed, if there was something that she believed, it was that. But what Da'an spoke of was an impossibility. She could not decide between Taelons and Jaridians as he could, when in the past it had been his turn to attempt peace by all means. She was Jaridian, and she could never betray her species... even if she loved Zo'or with every fiber of her being.* 

D: *He nods to the Volunteers to proceed and just stares after her as she is taken away, his eyes devoid of any expression whatsoever. He then quietly resumes his seat, looking at no one in particular.* 

Z: No one is to be admitted, other than myself. *He waited quietly as she was pulled away, one last look from her seemingly sending his soul to hell for good. No turning back...* 

*The door closed and he forced his eyes to focus and to see again.* You suggest the treatment of a criminal for her T'than, but again, I am forced to remind you that her guilt has yet to be adequately proven. Not to mention, that if she is indeed in league with her people, and planning an armed assault against us, then no doubt she is under surveillance by her own kind. If that is the case, her very presence here in front of this committee has already jeopardized our position by revealing that we suspect her. And though I am not a member of the warrior caste *forcing a smug look* it seems to me that giving away one's advantage might be a less than intelligent tactic in a time of war. 

GT: *Clever...* True. *he admitted, not letting go of his smirk even as his lips moved to utter the words* But I have seen thru that angle Zo'or. The Jaridians do not expect her to contact them... if you can recall the message I played for all to hear, it will be the Jaridians who contact her first. We can well afford to have her know that we are on to their scheme... and we can easily find a way to have her work for us. *his look did not fool anyone, nor did his tone. He meant to have them all appoint Zo'or to that job. How twisted and wonderful it would be to have him force her to speak lies to her own kind. And T'than knew Zo'or probably had a way...* The advantage is ours. It is now them who do not know that the surprise element of their attack has been lost.

Z: She will remain in her quarters and all issues we have discussed today will remain amongst those of us here today. Her normal activities as liaison will continue on, closely monitored, until we can ascertain whether or not our enemy has methods already in place by which to spy on us. 

Ls: *He listened quietly to Zo'or and when he was finished L'syr offered the War Minister a fleeting look of satisfaction before turning to face the room again.* This is acceptable, *he said in a clipped voice,* and if you have nothing further to add Zo'or then I move that this meeting be closed.  *Everyone began to filter out and L'syr stepped down as the podium melted back into the floor, and walked over to T'than.* Your actions have gone far toward redeeming your value, to both the Synod and your caste. I feel certain that your rise back to the Synod is assured, that is... as long as you do not allow certain unwholesome influences to cloud your good judgment. 

GT: *Ah, of course... L'syr would never let go of that detail named Cadence. Placing his hands behind his back, T'than returned his former pupil's arrogance with one of his unmistakable smirks.* I am as efficient as I ever was L'syr... dare I say, perhaps even more. I am in a position to better know how to explore Zo'or's weakness... a weakness I guarantee we do not have in common. *his eyes looked at Zo'or for a moment.* The Warrior Caste has seen a victory today, and it was the first of many. 

Ls: *He nodded stiffly and turned to go.* We shall be in contact... 

GT: Indeed... *he whispered to himself, then, casting one last glance around he walked out of the room, both hands behind his back as was so typical of him.* 

~*~

N: *The way to her quarters was painfully slow this time. Not that the volunteers didn't force a quick pace; it was simply that her mind and body felt so heavy with all that had just happened. Thoughts of fighting and running crossed her mind a million times. Probably as much as the thought of staying and facing the consequences. After all, where would she go? Jaridia would not accept her back, especially if she went as low as to grovel for her pardon. On Earth she would die in a matter of hours... and that was almost tempting if not for the image of Zo'or. 

Something told her that he had been as broken by the situation as she was. Naor'rin needed to talk to him, if only one last time, to set things right. She had no clue as to how to do that though, despite having reviewed the situation a million times before when she had not yet been discovered... 

At last they reached the doors to her quarters. A last reflection about running was interrupted as she was pushed inside. The door closed immediately, the cold stone faces of the volunteers having been the last sight of the world beyond it... 

Her legs nearly gave up. She made her way to the bed, half stumbling, the many pieces of furniture serving as support to her trembling body. A scream was stuck in her throat, making it impossible to cry out, making it hard to breathe. She let herself fall on the bed... the tears would not come. There was only a splitting headache and a preternatural sort of agony flogging her entire body from the inside out... a venom that spread from her soul to make her physically ill. 

She crawled on the mattress and sat by the head of the bed, her eyes fixed on the door. He would come, she knew he would come... and there she waited, seemingly a statue of copper with emerald eyes and crow-black hair... there Naor'rin waited for whoever opened the door: her lover or her keeper. *

Book Eleven

Part Six

Only In Your Dreams

 N: *Naor'rin had totally lost track of the time. Her eyes had been fixed on the door for what seemed like a small eternity. Several times she winced, thinking she had heard a noise, perhaps footsteps or someone by the door. But there was no one. She was alone with her own thoughts, and they made for the lousiest of company.

How could she evade the guilt and regret? Ultimately they would prove that she had hidden the facts from them, even if the truth was that she had ceased contact with her homeworld and that she had had none with any member of her species for several weeks. Even so, they would not be too pleased. Naor'rin knew the risks of a war were higher than the chance of a prolonged, maybe definitive peace. Her species was desperate... and despair was something she could understand at that moment.

Her eyes had lingered several times on the objects that decorated her room. It was incredible how inventive a tortured mind could become... she had devised the most macabre usefulness for many of them.

The truth of the matter was her emotions were out of control. She knew that, knew it and dreaded it. It was a state that most Jaridians feared, only one step away from regressing to a most primitive and far more basic facet of their beings. One step from madness. The beast that lurked was slowly awakening; she could feel the tingle in her skin, so close to the surface...

She pulled her knees up and held on tightly to them, resting her forehead against her forearms. Darkness was provided by the long mane of her hair that covered her shoulders and her arms, and fell as a protective curtain around her. No sight, no sound, taste or feel. Sensory deprivation and self control was what she needed... and what she lacked entirely. Her perception was so strong, so taken to the hilt, that her body shivered uncontrollably, unsure of being utterly cold or one step from igniting in flame...

The time passed and eventually a certain numbness began to creep, spreading from her toes upwards; her intertwined fingers began to lose their strength, her eyelids were heavy... She inhaled deeply, the cool air burning in her chest. Her head rose to fall backwards against the head of the bed. Her sight was clouded... her vision nothing but a confusing blur of colors and light that were beginning to wade into darkness.

She shook her head. No, she couldn't fall asleep, just couldn't. He could come any moment. She wanted to wait for him... wanted to, yes... but a silent voice from within was slowly rocking her to sleep. Another deep breath, almost a gasp, and she felt the heaviness all the more keenly...

A hand slid from her knee and fell heavily on a pillow. Her legs relaxed and spread on the bed, taking her down with them. Naor'rin lay down eventually, facing the door... but her copper eyelids took on the weight on lead, and despite her struggle they closed to the real world, taking her into the realm of her thoughts... the realm of dreams where her ghosts were lords and masters...*

~*~

Z: *He had watched. Waited. The cameras he had activated in Naor'rin's room showed him every possible angle of her captivity, every dark cold corner. They had always been in there, installed long before because in the deepest recesses of him, he trusted no one. But he had never turned them on.  Never recorded a single second. His suspicion had been sated by the mere fact that they were available to him, but love had given him the courage to keep them inactive.

Now, an act of political sabotage left him standing at the unstable edge of a professional and personal precipice. He could trust her. Love her. Believe. And if he was wrong, he would pay - and there would be no hope for her, or him.  It had not been a long debate. He had always been quick to strike when it came to making necessary decisions. It had made him strong, and made him win. He could not believe that she would participate in a war against them, and that was all the more reason to find out with all certainty, where her deception had taken root.

The easiest manner by which to find this out was to ask, but something nagged at him when he considered that option. Inherent distrust perhaps, told him that he had to find a better, more conclusive way to understand what had made her lie.

Also, he had a darker purpose for watching her. A political one, true, but important. If she was involved he had to know it, to what extent, and what exactly her involvement had been.  He could not be caught by surprise again.

He opened the small box that sat on the table by his chair, fingering the inside mechanism with curious fingertips. He had not used the dream-walking device more than a handful of times since it had come into his possession and frankly, even then he had not fully developed in his mind a sound use for it. But now, necessity had provided a perfect avenue for further experimentation with the device.

He slipped it on carefully, realizing that he was not the first to use it, and knowing fully that not even he was one hundred percent certain of his own motivations. He sought to rape his lovers mind with the ruthless efficiency of a king facing his own dethronement. It would not be the first time, yet this time, he meant the medium he used to be a less cruel means by which to extract information from her. Because he could not believe that her betrayal was real, still, even at the precipice of his journey to force the truth from her.

His eyes fluttered closed, and he began to drift away, his hopes coloring a landscape of desires too perfect to survive the barren sands of reality.*

~*~

N: *She felt herself drift away, almost as if Naor'rin's soul had lost touch with her corporeal self. The physical pain was left far away in the real world; sensation now was no more than pure unadulterated emotion. And that in itself was the matter of dreams.

So, it was no wonder when only moments after closing her eyelids, webs of subconscious thought were woven, strands of emotion intertwined with memories to form the most vivid of dreams.

But she knew she was sleeping; somehow, Naor'rin knew. It was almost as if she could look down upon herself, sleeping in her chambers, her body curled up in fetal position, hands resting together close to her face... And beyond that shell, the images.*

Z:  *His mind shook against the currents of her thoughts - so strong because it was her world that he had stepped into and not his own.  He was standing on air itself, gracefully suspended amongst a non-corporeal ocean of colors and whispering sounds, and above him, below him, and around him, screamed the secrets that threatened to become revelations.  He focused, knowing that here, his thoughts would become her own.  As if they had always been hers.  Original, drifting, never-thoughts.*

N: *Jaridia... she could see herself stepping from the portal; images moved, sounds ebbed into silence, so fast. Someone pressed forward, it seemed. *

Z:  *Like a slow motion mannequin she drifted through the doors, him close behind.  It seemed almost as if, for a moment she would be stuck there.  Because it was too much to step inside.  But he needed her there... needed her to see with eyes and hear with ears that would give him the intelligence that would be their dual salvation.  #Open the doors#*

N: *She was entering the summit room, pushing open the large iron doors that had been there for the longest of times. Only there were no Jaridians in the room, but Taelons, all of their faces a blur to her except a few familiar ones... T'than... Da'an... Sc'orr... and there he was, his look austere and cold, Zo'or...*

Z:  *His own face was mirrored back at him and in its stillness an expression more callous than he had thought himself possible of being.  So that is how she had seen him.  Seen all of them.  For that he felt pity, sadness, and contempt for T'than for attempting her ruin.*

N: *She looked down to evade the stares, looked at her own hands... pale hands with long fingers, hands devoid of the shaqaravah. Then a voice... "Decide where your affiliations are. Are they with the Taelons or do you prefer taking sides with the Jaridians. You must choose!"

She looked around, searching for the origin of the voice. Da'an's, she was sure, and as she turned her head swiftly from right to left, dark hair moved to fall over her chest... dark as her hands were once again...* #NO!#

Z:  *It was torment, self-inflicted torture that he was a witness too.  It would be so unnecessary if he could find the answer to his true query.  #Show me what was really behind those doors....#*

N: *She stepped backwards, once, twice... until the doors were closed to her. She ran and knocked on them, demanding that they open, but they were closed, and the anguish crushing her heart told her it was forever.* #Zo'or!# *she cried, but the doors were moving away again, leaving her alone in darkness... the only light being the one that fell over her head, creating a halo.

Footsteps... behind her... she turned. She was not alone after all.* #Zo'or?# *she called again as she recognized a pale humanoid form walking in her direction. She ran towards it, blinded by the prospects of comfort. Her arms threw themselves around him...* # I need you, need you so much... Don't leave me please!# *dark lips glued against paler ones... *

Z:  *He squinted in the haze, once again not knowing her, and not knowing the Taelon that she was so eager to hold.*

N: *But when she opened her eyes, there was no more darkness. Her sight was filled with color and form, and the shape and features of a very familiar face hovering over hers; a body moving along with her, feverish not because of anguish, but of pleasure...*

Z:  *It was sex, slow but urgent. He thought at first that it was with him, but it was too far away, the hazy fog around it drinking in the light that would tell him for sure. He pushed it away, the curtains of obscurity, and the two figures became closer. Flipping position Naor'rin began to ride her partner, and only then did he understand what he was seeing.

At first, he thought that perhaps it was a cruel turn of her imagination. Then, perhaps a fantasy he would have never imagined... but then he realized that though it was a dream, it was also a memory. A memory that he had sought without knowing that he was looking for it. His hands had reached out in grasp of tangible evidence of her betrayal, and what he found was more than he had been prepared for.

It was Sc'orr. And it had been real.

Before he felt motion, his dream self had already fallen to its knees, his spirit fighting against the pressure of his own implosion. Inside him there was row upon row of walls that he had built and so carefully maintained, and they too were collapsing under the shattering force of the harsh hands of reality.

He could hear, see, feel, but none of those things could be experienced in any trueness because if he did so, he was sure to bring attention to himself. She would see, and he could not imagine that, could not ever accept it.*

N: *she felt pain, not quite knowing why. As it was with dreams... there was nothing rational, but still the pain was quite real. She thought she heard a scream in the distance. It was perhaps an echo of her own conscience reliving the guilt as it looked down upon the evidence of her betrayal, no longer able to tolerate it in silence. But in the realm of dreams two beings were reaching their peak in perfect unison, as if those metaphysical bodies could exist in perfect synchrony...

But as the scream ebbed away, voices surged in the new dark. Voices talking... as anguish rose to cut her breath. In her bed Naor'rin shuddered and gasped, her fingers closing against the sheets, pulling as if trying to hold on to it... the spirit trying to hold on and avoid its fall from grace. Reality in both worlds was betrayal and panic, like venom coursed through the pathways of her thoughts and through her veins, causing her to grimace and whimper.*

N: I can't afford to lose him Sc'orr... 

#And you have#

Sc: We will make sure you will not lose him. Just rest now, Sweet, and everything will look better when you awaken, you will see. 

N: #I have seen and I have lost#

N: You don't understand. He is my home now... if he turns his back on me, I will have nowhere to go. I have been banished... My own kind has exiled me... 

N: #Forever, and now you pay the price#

Sc: Tell me what happened... Naor'rin? Please tell me. 

N: # I should never have...#

N: I turned my back on them... I chose Zo'or... Do you understand my anguish...the enormity of my mistake? I can never return to Jaridia. I have betrayed them Sc'orr... And now I have betrayed Zo'or...

Z: *Words, words in the distance.... she was speaking* 

N:  I did not see, when I should have seen that I could never change him into someone better.

Z: *Him it was him. And he had never known. The sound of them invaded every molecule of his body, every inch of his consciousness until that was all that he could hear.  Sex, if only it had just been sex. But it was more. He felt it, not because it could be seen, because he was inside her, and knew her almost more completely than he knew himself. It had been comfort. Synchronicity. Peace. A peace, and a oneness. Something he could never give her. Something she would never give him again.

She had wanted to change him. She did not love him. She never loved him. He had believed like a fool, a stupid fool. It was never him that she had loved, in was a dream of him instead. A hope that she had for him, a mould in which she might force him to fit.*

N: *Echoes... echoes in the dark, echoes surrounding the two figures lying in a bed of light... words following words, the sounds carrying little meaning as they faded to silence, leaving only the residue of the emotion carried with them... strong, heartfelt, her very soul laid bare before prying eyes*

N: I came to you because you know... you know what it is like to be alone. Zo'or should too, but I think he has forgotten... and sometimes I wonder if I made the right choice.

Sc: The... right choice?

N: I turned my back on them... *a few faces looked in on them, hard lizard like faces with gleaming green and gray eyes looking down at her in disapproval* I disobeyed their command. I chose Zo'or... I can never return to Jaridia. I have betrayed them *all of them, the dark figures that turned their back on the couple now*... And now I have betrayed Zo'or...

*Repeated words, prank of tormenting fear, words almost sung to the sound of moans and the symphony of passion.*

Z: *He crawled away, too weak to stand. Despite having turned around to face the abyss of her dreamworld alone, he still saw them, burned on the back of his eyelids, forever caught in a carnal spiritual loop of which he would be the eternal spectator.

His forever was crashing, his confidence wavering under the overload. He could not think about it, or make it make sense in any way. All he knew was that it was over, and that he was truly alone. Once he had known that very clearly, but she had convinced him that the course of love was a more competent companion. She had taught him to love, only so well that he might learn to lose.

His hands reached out, but it was Sc'orr that moved. Fingers bit into her neck, and only then did he turn around to see the repercussions of his manipulation. Sc'orr was again on top, hands reaching down to strangle her. It was Sc'orr's hands that were draining the life from her... his hands... Zo'or's rage.*

N: *A body spasmed as it lay on silken sheets. Behind fluttering eyelids that struggled to let in the light, pale tendrils of white beams were wrapping around her neck. Was it true what they said, that if one died in dreams, one never woke up to life again?

She gasped for air, eyes closed. Her arms seemed to weigh a thousand pounds as Naor'rin tried to lift them to hold the murdering hands and pull them off of her...* # I cannot die...#... *a frail voice whispered.* #You deserve to.# *the same voice, but stronger, resentful*

Z:  *He never spoke, and nor did he need to.  It whispered on the air like a smoke that lingered and blackened all it touched.  Slow to progress, slow to speak, yet it would speak.  And it would see her suffer, even though he was still too stunned to wish her death aloud.*

N:  *Her lips moved to mold the words and to swallow the fresh air. Eyelids opened to behold the hands that held her throat. Blinding light hit her eyes and it took some time to focus... it was another... not Sc'orr... another... for a moment she saw darkness, pure contempt, hatred so deep and soul wrenching that she could only devise it belonging to... #T'than...# But the darkness became part of the figure and it morphed before her green eyes. # Ha'thor!#

Z:  *She had moved on without his prompting.  It was the mere appearance of another Jaridian that caught his notice, and he realized that he was closer to the truth than he had realized.  It was there, bunched up in the corners of her mind - great piles of betrayal.*

N:  *She had been transported back to Jaridia; Sc'orr's room faded in light and darkness, the weight pinning her down was hot and intrusive. At once that disembodied tape began to play... War at their doors, hatred for the Taelons, fear that they would die... disappointment that she had never been the pawn they had expected her to become... disappointment that their plans had failed... terror that time was too short to even embrace death in a blaze of fire and in the glory of a last battle... # No... No... all but that!#

Z:  *He stepped away, his momentary rage not enough to sustain his psychic attack.  She might free herself, but he would give her no sanctuary.  Never again...*

N:  *The image of a face, a wish that HE would be there to protect her.... and then at last fresh air; her hands were free, someone had come to her aid. She looked up, even blinded by the light. But again it had not been Zo'or... he had not come then as he had not the night before, before all the dreams made her captive in their own dimension.

Naor'rin was standing now, the light raining down upon her and her brother, both of them standing, frozen as statues, nothing but motionless icons.*

Is war a certainty, No'ram?

It is now.

But why?

For glory.

When?

Soon.

How soon?

Images rose around them, forms taking shape and colours conquering the darkness. Ships, weapons, warriors... faces she knew, faces that she had never seen before; Jaridian faces, stern yet defeated, resigned yet indignant, mournful yet insane with the knowledge of the last minutes...

Soon. *No'ram's voice echoed again.* Come with us. Come home Naor'rin...

Z:  *He stared inside her mind, yet truthfully alone.* Go home. *He whispered, his voice thin and melodic.* Go home. And tell me what is there.

N: *She reached for her brother's outstretched hand, a shy smile playing on her lips. To go home... what a dream that would be. Home in one's mind is always perfect. It would always be where happiness lay just waiting to embrace her. A corridor of light opened before them, one single path leading away from the darkness that slowly began to creep closer, pushing her forward.*

Z:  *He walked forward, slowly, on into the light.  Despite its brightness he could feel the blackness that was hiding just beneath it, its promise of an ambiguous demise.  A beautiful delusion, a perfect lie, yet the wish behind her footsteps said more than she had ever said aloud.  It spoke of a yearning that she had concealed from him, a longing that was more integral to her being than she had admitted.*

N:  *She walked with small tentative steps, her garments changing from a body-hugging noir jumpsuit to a flowing gown of pure white, tainted only by the strands of her flowing black hair, animated by her movement and an imaginary breeze.

#Home#... the word echoed again in her mind. Naor'rin closed her eyes, focusing all her senses on listening. Yes, home... She felt her hands being released, and once her eyelids opened again, her brother was gone.*

Z:  *He kept whispering, driving her forward, forever forward, the truest irony being that she was his home, and that in letting her wander into a fate uncontrolled by him, he would lose his one true thing, and his one true comfort.  But trueness had not been what had brought them to this culmination of disaster...*

N:  *With her heart racing she blinked again to clear her vision. The white path led to two different doors, both floating in an immensity of darkness.* No'ram? *she called, her voice little and choked by her fear of not seeing him again, of becoming lost, of losing her guide to that place called home.

She looked at the doors; One was carved with many drawings. Mystical figures seemed to melt with the metallic gleam, taking on a devilish kind of life under the dim light when her eyes moved from one to another. The hair on the back of her head stood on end as she contemplated it, looking perhaps for the knob that would open it.

The other was different. Simple, without adornments of any kind, and black as the deepest of pits. It was set on no hinges, simply floating as a portal that led nowhere in particular. She walked closer to it, and a shape began to take form... first a foot, then the leg that went with it... the blackness of the surface moved as though made of liquid taking on a shade of grey, becoming whiter... soon Naor'rin was staring at herself. A mirror, was it?

Z:  *She stared intently at a set of doors, doors which were entirely a product of her mind alone.  He had guided her so far, pushed when he could but fatigue was closing in on him.  And rage.  Neither like fire that consumed, but both like cold crashing waves that were pressing in on him with the amazing pressure with which only water could.  Without anger he feared that he would fall and die right there in her dream.  Forever looking into a turbulent sky and pondering the choice of either one of two doors... wondering which one he was standing behind.*

N: *She reached out, mesmerized, but her hand went through it. She felt cold, so much cold, and immediately withdrew with a gasp. Her fingers were frozen, ice turning her cells to shattering crystal. She looked from her hand to the mirror again. It was still her face looking back at her, but her expression was disfigured. At first she saw such anguish there that the very sight of it made her shudder, but it slowly changed to something else. A smirk grew on her lips, robes of pearly white became dark as the figure nearly melted with the darkness that surrounded it. Only the eyes, red as blood and the wicked smirk of pure malice stood out.*

Z:  *Cold, cold, so hard to contain it.*

N: *Naor'rin took a step backwards, feeling the coldness beginning to spread... from her hand to her wrist, up her forearm and elbow... reaching her shoulder.

Laughter rose, the echo of an echo rising to nearly deafening proportions. Fearful she began to walk away, away from that demonic figure whose eyes bore into her like bloody spears. #What is the matter? Do you not like what you see? Do you not like what you are, Naor'rin?#

Her back hit something... someone. She turned, feeling the cold reach her chest and stopping her from breathing. There was someone there... it was her brother, again.

You have made the wrong choice. That is not the way home… look. *Naor'rin did venture a gaze. Already the hand of her brother at her shoulder was helping the warmth to come back... but she froze inside when she saw the black mirror again. No, not herself... it was the face of a Taelon...* Zo'or? *she whispered faintly.*

You cannot go to him. He is not your home Naor'rin. He is as he always has been, your enemy. *the voice of No'ram spoke*

No... It is him I want.

He means only pain... let us go home now. We forgive you. Join us again to fight their coldness, or it will consume you and put out the flame of the soul that burns in you.

*he pulled her again, pulled her away into that second door and together they walked in. She was truly home. Jaridia as she had only seen in pictures and holograms of ancient times. Beautiful and full of life.* This is what we can have if they are gone.

All around her voices of people chatting merrily, children of all ages playing. There was a pull at her robes and she looked down. A tiny infant with amethyst eyes and long black hair looked up at her.* Will you help us? *she held Naor'rin's hand and pulled her away from No'ram, who nodded that she should follow.

Behind a small mountain they went, to see what was hidden there. A hangar, hundreds of ships docked there, thousands of Jaridians working like ants in building more. In the sky, several orbs of bright blue energy, with more ships coming and going as if on a spectacle of flight acrobatics.* They will pay soon... all of them... for robbing us of life. This is what there is in store for them. And they will pay, for hurting you.*

Z:  *He sought to find something amidst the fleet that she dreamt of, yet they were still too far away. Some clue. Some semblance of intelligence that would actually make this torturous dream worth the torment.*

N: *Naor'rin looked down at the large soulful orbs of the Jaridian child.* They have never hurt me.

*The child seemed sad, genuinely so.* Your family died at their hands, your friends died at their hands… HE betrayed you.

*She was dumbstruck, her hand holding the child's still almost as if it was actually the child who held Naor'rin and prevented her from crumbling. At once memories of Cadence... of the feelings she had felt when she had learned that Zo'or had questioned Cadence with dark purposes in mind resurfaced to bring tears to her eyes and anger to her heart.*

I was never born because you chose them... *the child said at last, and then she let go of Naor'rin and ran, ran and disappeared as if she had been no more than a mirage.*

Z: *He moved forward, his physical and spiritual self tired and aching. It had to end, and he had to find what he wanted... and get the hell out. His fingers curled around her shoulders. He gripped harder, not even knowing how he would manifest to her in the dream. He squeezed, harder than he knew he could, and drew her back, sharply, so that he could whisper in her ear.* You are the betrayer. 

N: *Finally, the voice she wanted to hear... the presence she had wanted to feel both in real life as in the dream. But not the words... not the contempt or anger. And those were real; real enough to steal tears and moans from her physical self that cringed and shuddered on the bed.* I have not betrayed you... *but those words were lies. She knew from her own dream all that she had done; and at once the beauty of the world No'ram had brought her to crumbled, leaving only the darkness again. The darkness, and the gleam of Zo'or's angry eyes* I love you. *but her voice was weak, her conviction injured by all that she had been made to realize by her subconscious*

Z: You have lied. Now show me what I have asked for and I might have mercy on your worthless little soul.

N: *She shook her head, offering no resistance. It seemed her strength had abandoned her completely, leaving only his mighty grip to keep her standing and looking him directly in the face.* I could not tell the truth. I do not know what it is anymore. Believe me, please, believe me!

Z: *The words sharpened at each syllable, the venom striking a little deeper with every stroke.* Show me. Show me what the Jaridians are planning.

N: *A hand reached out to the one causing Naor'rin the pain. It gripped around the wrist of her aggressor and tightened viciously.* Let her go! *a strong voice demanded* You kept her prisoner for long enough, Zo'or!

Z:  *He jerked, too angry to be afraid at how completely he had become personally cast into her dream, or at how powerful her rage could be. He glared into bitter eyes and saw only the semblance of a stranger... for it was his own hatred that was mirrored there, bright and frigid.*

N: *Naor'rin looked at the figure and gasped in shock. Herself... she was looking at herself, aged for several years, pulling Zo'or away from her and making the pain go away. The hair of the apparition was not so long as she wore it now. Two purely white strands grew beside her ears and it was tied up in a ponytail, revealing the weary and stony features, her green eyes enhanced by thick black eye shadow around them and gleaming with hatred. Her still lithe and deceivingly frail body was clad in a dark-crystal spiked jumpsuit that gave her an edgy, nearly devilish look. It fit her... fit everything about her - her voice, her posture, the bitterness in her face and the wildness in her eyes...

Would she become that Naor'rin? Hateful of the Taelons, bitter... and so powerful?

The apparition pulled him away, the shaqaravah burning steadily, tainting her palms in blue and golden hues.* You are going to die Zo'or. *it was not Naor'rin's voice, but that of Ha'thor who spoke through the lips of her older self.* You will die by our hands, and you will die soon. This is what we are planning; this is what we have wished from the dawn of time. *energy began to spread from the dark hands, moving up the arms like pure electricity, covering the dark body in light. It broke the small band that held her hair and it flew around her as if attracted by the energy that danced over her form.

Her free hand moved forward and fast and furious, held on to his forehead.* And it ends here...

Z:  *He gazed into the light of raised shaqaravah, only knowing in a small fraction of himself that if this had been in real life, he would have been in agony. But it was not. The dream had taken life, but only because he had allowed it.

Naor'rin could have taken control at any time. Just as she might have in her own, real waking world life. Yet she did not know it, and he was not going to tell her. 

Jaridian plans made perfectly clear, and seemingly all the intelligence she seemed to have made plain, there seemed no point in continuing their ridiculous masquerade, because he had a point to make, even if it was one that would kill him. He knew that Naor'rin's stronger self represented the core of her persona - everything that he had learned to love. So to hate her, to loathe her, to wish her death, and to see her miserable... for the sake of that... she had to die.*

N: *She watched through misty eyes as the events unfolded. It seemed time had frozen, and with it, so had she. Naor'rin had fallen to her knees, her arms and legs unresponsive, her gaze a captive of the energy that grew in the apparition's palm; the energy that had began encircling Zo'or's head, no doubt intent on killing him. And she could do nothing, as she could not when No'ram had brought her there, or when T'than and Ha'thor had attacked her, or when the infant had fled when Naor'rin knew it was her very own child...

Tendrils of darkness danced around her and grabbed her limbs like the tentacles of a black octopus and they pulled her up, one even went over her mouth to silence her moans of protest as she was frozen in cross fashion to the black void behind her. #Watch, watch as your destiny is revealed to you.#*

Z: *He reached forward and peeled her hands away... stronger not because he was, but because he *knew* he was. There was no shock, no alarm, no fright. It was only evident by the movement of her hair. It rocked as if in the suggestion of a breeze, as he forced her shaqaravah back to her own face, slowly... deliberately. Her face lit with deep blue light, and her eyes crackled with energy. But no fear... no... that was only in the face of the real woman... his love that watched in stricken horror. Hands blazed, as if by some primeval instinctual nature they knew that they approached a kill. Only a second before, when the white-hot electricity began to burn her face - the second before it made her glow - only then did the first hints of fear become evident. In the lips of all places... frowning... or maybe.... crying.*

N: *The old form of Naor'rin did not move one inch, but it seemed time had encased her in a bubble as she was helpless. It was a battle of wills, a battle of power, and Naor'rin, the young restrained one knew that she did not want her old self to win. She did not want death even if the dark ghostling showed no other will but to kill... to defeat him and to free her.

And there was pain, so much pain... physical and mental; pain that made her convulse against her eerie restraints; pain that burned so deeply inside that she could feel her body about to explode. Naor'rin wanted to cry for him to stop, but she had no voice... only the apparition spoke, a smirk on her lips* So, this is how it ends for us...

#NOOOOOOO!#

Z: *Her entire body trembled, and then imploded, little pieces of her coming together, burning, until the ashes collided and fell to the ground, the event of her death very small and inconsequential. Just as he would have it be. Then he turned, nothing inside him but the hunger for vengeance. Nothing but the crisp agonies of unloving things.* Nowhere. *He said* That is where you can go. You think that you are strong, but you are weak. You think you are real, but you are a fraud. 

N: *Cinders were blown away; cinders hit her face and her body, gluing to her hair. Her own cinders mixing with tears that she only now realized she was shedding from the green soulful eyes that stood out against her copper face; eyes that were fixed on him, the only animated figure left, pale and striking though at the same time devilish.* No, she... *a shake of her head* I... I meant every moment that I spent with you... with your kind... *but no other words came out. Her lips were not sealed, but her throat felt as if it were being grabbed by his hand again and gripped painfully.*

Z: *He walked around her, circling like a bird of prey* You think that you have had the upper hand, but your foolishness has led you to ruin. Did you possibly believe that the position you hold now would have ever been yours had it not been for my insisting that it be so? That you or your pitiful species would be breathing today had it not been for my charity? 

N: *She was nearly devoid of strength, as it seemed the remains of her convictions had turned to ashes along with the projection of her older self.* I never wanted charity. I wanted only cooperation and understanding. But we are still perishing. You need to understand, please!

Z: Jaridians are dying because they are too foolish to find solutions, and too low to mete out even a hope for survival.

N: Don't throw it all away. I've worked so hard; risked so much. *but it seemed each of his words was leeching a little more of her strength. She was down to groveling wasn't she? Where was her Jaridian pride after all? Maybe Ha'thor had been right all along; maybe all of those who scorned her had.*

Z: *He reached for her throat, and caressed it instead of squeezing it, made it the most beautiful gesture rather than the suffocating death he might have preferred.* You are nothing without me, nothing more than a house pet who has grown weary of her leash and finds that her master tires of her as well.

N: *A cry caught in her throat, turning into a moaning protest. But the tears flowed freely from her eyes, washing away some of the cinder flakes that still held on to her skin. What hurt more than anything was that he was right. He was absolutely right. Into a house pet she had become, forgetting about the warrior ways of her species. But that he spoke out of his own lips that he had seen her as no more than a pet, whether it had been true or not in every moment, it made her feel as used as she had been by her own kind and it hurt.* 

Z: Quiet my love, do not cry on my account. Wait until you wake. And then, only then, I will give you something to actually cry about.

N: Wake? *her lips had gone dry as she moved them to mold the word. Suddenly vertical became horizontal and she found herself lying on white sheets, the dark tendrils that held her becoming the shiny folds of silk. She looked up and he was still there, looking down upon her with the same gelid look on his features that made him so inexorably Taelon that the instinct inside her cried out danger. For that heartlessness, that was her enemy and had been all along.*

 Z: *He looked down on her, eyes cruel and unmoving.* Who is your enemy? 

N: *Her enemy? Those words were whispered with a cold breath into her ear, a winter breeze that seemed to get under her skin, freezing the blood in her veins. At least, that is how it felt. He seemed to hover over her, their bodies barely touching for his was a weightless form that covered hers completely.* My enemy? *her throat hurt from the cold. It was as if the air she breathed carried vapour that froze in her lungs*

Z: You are so confused now. *He whispered* I do not think that you even know. 

N: *So vulnerable... it was how she felt. Utterly exposed; utterly alone and frightened without confidence or hope. It was clear...crystal clear, as her clothes seemingly turned to transparent ice that melted away from her cooling body. Her breath became labored as precious air became scarcer by the minute and his body took on weight; he exonerated strength, and power transpired through every pore of his being. It was in every word he spoke. Her wrists were bound apart and her body was so open to invasion... with the threat in his tone...

He was going to do it. She was sure of it, and hopelessly she fought. Until an invisible hand came and covered her mouth, silencing her protests, cutting away her breath.* #No, please... not you, not you!#  *it was evil menacing to take her, to go deep into her core, to rape her and leave only shards of what she was...

And evil took its every form... For a moment she had shut her eyes, shunning away the sight of Zo'or's rage-stricken face. The face of payback. But as she reopened them, feeling the coldness press against her body's entrance she saw not Zo'or, but again the face of the Taelon General... and that of Ha'thor shortly after, all of them contemplating her with disdain and scorn.*

Z: *Her eyes widened, and he knew it was not just him that she saw... but also others. All betrayers. He pressed up at her chin, taunting her, teasing her into breaking.*

N: Stop... Please, stop! *but it was spreading; it was penetrating her again, the cold... his body was crushing hers as if the weight of her conscience suffocated her; And its energy spilled into her body; entered her, killing her silently and softly, but with sadistic slowness. A deadly kiss - the cruel taking of Naor'rin's soul through her own astral projection.* 

Z: Do me an act of kindness Naor'rin. *He leaned in closely to whisper.* Die. Die and never wake up. Rot in the grave that is your mind and sleep forever. I do not want you back, and I will never want you again. And if you do open your eyes, and decide to be a fool - to ignore my warning and to brave hell so that your dirty soul might find some cleansing in the Taelon world, just remember, remember that it is MY world. And I will see it clean of you.

N: *she wanted to scream but her own larynx had turn to ice, shattering and filling her with a sense of dread and pain unlike anything she had ever felt, for her entire body was breaking under the pressure of those words.

She tried to move but there was only the ache, enhanced by the sheer panic of actually feeling the truth sinking in - each syllable recorded in her mind, carved in her very soul. A last ounce of strength, a last act of desperation, and she tried to move.

Her lips opened but no air would go into her lungs; no air would come out. But she heard it, at first far in the distance like an echo, but slowly becoming stronger - mind blowing - a wave in the darkness that came to wash the image of her rapist away from her; turning it to shards…and turning her to shards as well...

But the sound remained; a low rhythmic sound, and superimposing it, a chilling screech...

She was screaming.

She could move again.

And she did, a body moved in the dim light, jerked awake by panic and grief. #And if you do open your eyes, and decide to be a fool - to ignore my warning and to brave hell so that your dirty soul might find some cleansing in the Taelon world, just remember, remember that it is MY world. And I will see it clean of you.#

But there were images coming into her eyes. Images of a room. Her room...
Z:  *The dream flashed, and suddenly he was suspended upon nothingness.  No more mind to torture, no more aggravated love to tear away at.  Only quiet and silence.  Dim horrible dream that it was, broken down into its most basic unreal components.  

Hesitantly his eyes came open.  He blinked at the light, already unaccustomed to something so real.  First there was denial.  Then anger.  Then, searing pain.  Horrible agony.  Real.  Real.*

N: *Naor'rin was sitting on her bed, her body covered in cold sweat and trembling almost uncontrollably. Her eyes moved around as if she recognized nothing, and then fell upon her hands. Whole, dark as she had always remembered them. Nothing had changed it seemed... nothing...

No, there was something. A dream, yes, as she sighed she tried to repeat to herself that it had only been a dream. Her throat was sore from the effort of her scream; she had felt it, her body still felt it. A sting, deep and persistent.

She took her hand to her chest, rubbing just between her breasts. The air came freely into her lungs now, but each intake of it awakened the pain. #Die. Die and never wake up. Rot in the grave that is your mind and sleep forever. I do not want you back, and I will never want you again.#

The echo was in her mind. And why was it that whenever she blinked, the image hiding behind her lids was the face of her mate?*

Z:  *He stood and walked on somewhat unsteady legs to his computer console, activated it, and calmed his expression.  Waited.  Opened a channel.  The display rippled, and then came together to form the pale face of Defense Minister L'syr, his eyes deep and hateful, something that he could understand.*

You wanted Naor'rin?  *He said crisp, cold.  Unimaginably cold. *  It is within my power to grant you the honor of administering her interrogation.  Consider my permission granted.  You will extract all that the Jaridian knows.  My only condition is that she does not meet death during the duration of your process.  

*Nothing more need be said.  Already there was little to save in him, and less to save on her behalf.*  Deliver her to me when you are finished.  *He cut the communication channel abruptly, letting the smug face of the Taelon on the other end dissolve into oblivion.  How he wished he might find that - some semblance of relief in not knowing.  Now it was nothing but hate.  Hate and loathing would be all that she would sense from him now.*

N: *A shudder overtook her. She looked at the small datastream that displayed the time in her room; it had been hours, hours since she had been brought there.

And he had not come... he had not come to her...

Except maybe... just maybe... only in her dreams... *
Book Eleven
Part Seven
Naor’rin’s Interrogation
*Barely five minutes had passed since L'syr had placed the call to his volunteers to go and bring the Jaridian Naor'rin from her quarters to the interrogation area that was just a corridor's walk away from the offices of those in the War and Security Ministries. He sat placidly in his own office and watched via a datastream as the two large men escorted her by her upper arms into the small chamber and told her to sit in the single chair there.

She looked sleepy, her clothing disheveled which added to her look of disorientation. A twisted smile curled his lips; she thought she would be immune from such an indignity - Zo'or had refused his request during her hearing. But the Synod leader had surprised L'syr by contacting him and suddenly agreeing to his desire that she be interrogated regarding the charges just levied against her.

L'syr feasted on the fear he could see in her like a predator when her eyes widened because the armrests of her chair had suddenly liquefied, silvery tendrils flowing up and around her wrists and locking them down. It was not binding confinement but, merely enough to keep her seated and allow the officers to leave. It also engendered her unease, which could be advantageous. Uncomfortable prisoners often tripped over their own frightened tongues. Hostility was also evident in her, and that was good too - useful.

He let her sit there alone for a time to allow these feelings to season properly, and called his associate.* T'than, if you are available I request your presence in interrogation chamber B. I have something there that may interest you.

GT: *Another of his enemies had fallen. Since the previous day T'than had felt a certain difficulty in erasing the smirk of satisfaction from his features. He was in a "good mood", according to Cadence. And indeed, why shouldn't he be? Everything was falling into place; he had to admit, in demoting him, the Taelon kind had done him a sort of favor; they had disregarded him. His enemies had thought him weakened and had not anticipated his true strength. He was rising once more - rising as each of them fell, their bodies a metaphorical step on his staircase towards power.

First Chandra, and now Naor'rin, with the added bonus of having humiliated Zo'or before the entire Synod. But victory meant in no way that he could rest. Already his mind was conceiving the next plot, deciding where to strike next. There was Zo'or, yes... but also L'syr, a much greater threat if only because his reasons were not revenge. 

It was almost too great a coincidence that the datastream opened to reveal his pupil's face just when T'than was directing his thoughts towards him. More curious even, were L'syr's words. Needless to say T'than acquiesced with a nod, closing the stream as he rose from his seat. One look at the monitoring console told him all was well with Cadence. He left, leaving a darkened chamber behind him and headed towards the interrogation room. *

N: *She had nearly been kidnapped from her quarters and forced to walk at an unusually fast pace down the empty corridors. She had not recognized the way; or the room she sat in now. It was mostly submerged in darkness, but light rained from the ceiling, drawing a pale circle on the floor around her. Beyond it, not even her sensitive eyes could pick up anything except darkness. It was too much like her dream...

She was tied to that chair, unable to move, unable to see and completely powerless. Why was she there? Why the restraints? Why the goons? The silence was mind-wrecking. Each of her senses was on full alert; the deprivation of any sound other than the drumming of her heart and sight other than darkness ached to her. Fear and anger were in her bloodstream, poisoning her body as confusion poisoned her thoughts.

The time passed. How much she could not tell. She was thankful for the slight pain the restraints caused to her arms; it helped her remain awake and focused. At last resignation washed over her features and she leaned her head against the chair, sighing... But her eyes, ever flashing and feline were focused on where she knew the door would be...*

Ls: *He stood there alone for a time, just watching her trapped there in the darkness. But then he stepped into the archway, knowing that he was only a shadow to her with the bright light behind him allowing his anonymity to prevail for the moment. Before her eyes could adjust and make a guess as to who it was there in front of her she was caught in a beam of bright blue light which came down from the ceiling which came in simultaneous to the lighting in the hallway going out. Now she could not see him at all, but he could see her. She was the player on his stage, unable to see past the lights and get a look at her audience.*

N: *There was sound, almost imperceptible even to her powerful senses. She focused on it, moving her green eyes towards the soft stepping, forcing them to focus as much as they could. There was a figure; she could barely make out its form in the darkness and if not for the sound of its steps Naor'rin would have missed him. And then pain! Pain as the light hurt her irises as it invaded them in full force, blinding her momentarily. She blinked and looked again to discern a shape, forcing her eyes to focus despite the burning. Tall, lithe... and Taelon; could it be Zo'or? There had been a time that she would need neither sight nor sound to know he was there. All she needed to do was feel him... but she felt nothing, and soon the shape was gone, hidden in darkness and behind a mural of light beyond which she saw nothing.*

Ls: *A waft of air and T'than was next to him, also unseen by her. L'syr wasn't trying to keep his identity a secret - she would know soon enough who was there, but the mind games were so enjoyable, as was watching her squirm.* I told you I had a surprise for you,  *L'syr said, and he knew Naor'rin must be very confused. Unaware of the second presence in the room she must surely have thought the words were meant for her.*

GT: *He looked at L'syr, not bothering to hide his amusement or the gleam of sadistic satisfaction. For L'syr, that was one battle won for their caste; for T'than, it was also much more than that. How incredibly delicious it was to have her at his mercy once again, his fledging Jaridian prisoner, always the challenge. He had always kept her on a sort of leash. Naor'rin's hatred hid her fear and the truth that he had branded her. She had resisted him in the past... it would be extremely entertaining to break her... again. Indeed, what a surprise! What a marvelous surprise.*

Ls: *He stepped out of earshot from her and spoke softly to T'than* Zo'or apparently had a change of heart about her being interrogated. *slick smile* Apparently our young leader has no stomach for betrayal... especially from one who shares his bed. 

GT: Zo'or chose poorly and his mistake was grand. But it is all the better for us L'syr. Our value is once again indisputable. In delivering her into your hands, Zo'or has acknowledged that. *his eyes had not yet left the figure of Naor'rin, and only now turned to L'syr.* The truth of the matter is that he had no choice. It was either she, a spy and our enemy, or his place as leader of the Synod. 

Ls: I thought perhaps that... you would be gratified in assisting me. I am under orders not to kill her, and I am most happy to oblige. She would not be nearly as interesting in such case. Yes, alive is so much better...

GT: *He had to hold back his laughter. She was still not aware of his presence, and he could see in the way that she did not move that she was trying to figure out where L'syr was. Prey trying to spot her enemy... how ironic that even if she did, there was no escape possible. His lips stretched in a smirk.* Indeed... and I am most gratified that you have summoned me. I know this Jaridian L'syr; I know how to break her. *one step forward, but still he was too far away for Naor'rin to see him.* We have an old score to settle. Naor'rin aided in the pace treaty and thus she helped to push our caste away from the glory of old. It is only fair, do you not agree, that she is now the vehicle to our return to power?

Ls: Oh yes, *he hissed*...you can be sure that I heartily agree...

N: *There was silence again and that was disturbing. She had heard a voice, understood its words, and nearly recognized it. To her relief it had not been Zo'or; but then terror struck again. If it was not Zo'or, then who was it? She was strapped to a chair, unable to move, blind beyond a few feet and probably deafened by some kind of dampening field. Naor'rin was totally at a loss, and that lack of perception had always been claustrophobic to her. She remained perfectly still despite the initial shuddering... She had to be alert, but it was not easy to be the predator turned into prey. Despite it all, she could not avoid her nervousness, the way the hair in the back of her head stood on end or the way her instincts cried out danger and how that sense of dread oozed from every pore of her skin.* 

Ls: *Tired of just observing her L'syr moved forward, leaving T'than cloaked in darkness, for now. Right now though, it was just him and her. He paced the perimeter of the light, deliberately making sure his slow steps would be audible, moving around her until he was once again in front of her. He stepped slightly into the light, just enough so that to her he would look like a silhouette surrounded by a bright blue aura.* Hello Naor'rin, *he said in his smooth and modulated voice* I do hope that you do not mind me calling you Naor'rin. In a situation such as this, it is difficult not to be familiar with one another, do you not agree? *He didn't wait for an answer - the look on her face was enough to make him smile wickedly* Do you know who I am, Jaridian?

N: *Footsteps, methodically taken, controlled, and just barely audible. She recognized the game, the technique of inducing fear and enhancing her nervousness; that helped ease her somewhat, but not completely. Whomever it was had stopped in front of her; he was getting close; first a foot stepped into the light, then a leg followed, and soon there was a whole body standing right in front of her. The Jaridian knew better than to force her eyes to see more than a dark shape against the blinding light. It would obfuscate her if she tried. She was quite sure he would reveal himself... and he did. The modulated voice betrayed the identity of the Taelon in the room. And all in all, it was very bad news.* I know who you are, L'syr. I can recognize a snake by the hiss of its tongue.*her tone was sharp, the words coming out clean and fast, but not aggressively. At once the image of the Minister of defense assaulted her mind. The look of scorn, the cold cruelty in eyes than should have been peaceful as the model of themselves that Taelons preached. But Taelons were always so much more.*

Ls: Good - I see that captivity has not addled your senses. But... the day is still young...

N: *It was impossible not to feel a sense of deja vu. She recognized the method. *  Threats L'syr? So soon? Such lack of finesse. *she had to make a mental effort to produce a sincere smirk. There was something wrong... something very wrong. It was in the very marrow of her bones, a sense of dread that had nothing to do with the Taelon or his words.* I am no fragile little human. *but why was it then that she felt just like one?*

Ls: *He laughed then* Such a sharp tongue. It has always gotten you into trouble and I expect nothing less here today, in fact, I am hoping for it. *He stepped forward then, allowing the light surrounding her to illuminate him. He now stood directly in front of her in the small interrogation circle. When he spoke again, his tone was nearly casual - two friends talking over coffee* Do you know why you are here Naor'rin?

N: Not really, though I am quite sure you are about to tell me. *she could see him now, look directly up at him, green against blue eyes.* After all, it was quite an expose you presented before the Synod. *but she knew that what had been revealed was true, at least, about the war. That was why she was there at that moment... wasn't it?* I take it that you must be looking for something to back up the rumor of war. *she tilted her head.* You waste your time if you do... I will not feed your war-mongering, Taelon. *her voice had taken a deep and firm tone* Even if I am the one said to belong to a murderous species. *she felt confidence, but why was it then that a cold sensation kept creeping up and down her spine?*

Ls: *He laughed again. To L'syr, this was a jovial situation.* Such a way to address you 'ally,' Naor'rin. Why, to listen to you now, one might believe that you do not hold a warm place in your heart for your Taelon neighbors. Your tone alone is enough to make be believe those so-called 'rumors'... *He dragged the words out languidly, matching his casual movements as he circled her in the blue circumference of light.*

GT: *He watched from the dark, both his hands behind his back. L'syr made him proud. A good approach, a tricky question meant to study his opponent, to seek out possible weaknesses. It seemed though that the years had perfected Naor'rin's reactions. They were even more entertaining than before, now that the fear in her eyes and the childish innocence of youth were gone, at least from the surface. She knew the Taelons... knew them all too well. But, that was the beauty of it, to make her afraid again. T'than kept as far away from her as he could muster in the room... but he was quite sure that she had felt something. He had, even before stepping into the room. It was never a clear feeling, just a sense of euphoria, of anticipation. The general was quite sure that with her it was just the opposite. Her fingers were not still, her back was tense and her senses were on full alert despite L'syr being the only presence she could recognize in the room...

Recognize being the key word. He had never been more to her than the personification of a nightmare. And that terror, like an icy breeze was already creeping in on her.* 

Ls: But speaking of those 'rumors,' Naor'rin... let us say for a moment that we were hasty in accusing you of such heinous subterfuge and that the threat of war is fictitious. *He smiled only with his lips - his eyes remained cold and focused on her* In such a story, how would the Jaridians launch their assault against us? Would they have amassed a fleet, and if so, how substantial of one? And lastly, where would this base be? 

N: I was hoping that since you conjured up such a wonderful story for the Synod, that you would do the honor of telling me more of such a tale. I am certain that your imagination quite exceeds mine L'syr, even against all odds. *words and words. He had moved somewhat but she kept looking straight ahead, as if not bothering to grant L'syr any recognition. That was indeed what her tone implied... but not her emotions. She could still see nothing behind the barrier of light, but something about the darkness alarmed her. It was too much like her dream... only real, but equally irrational.*

Ls: I can see that you do not wish to play... such a pity. I however, am in the mood to play, though the game may not be to your liking because you see...I do not like to play alone. *He turned and waved his arm, bringing up the lighting in the rest of the small chamber and even though it was still dim, he saw her eyes widen when she saw who was standing just behind him, hands clasped behind his back in their usual way, the smirk one she would definitely know.* You might have been better off if you had told me a story like I had suggested.

GT: It is never too late to learn that lesson L'syr. *he gave a few steps forward, his eyes two scrutinizing blue orbs that took in all the nuances of expression in her features. She had gone suddenly pale; the courage washed away to be replaced by disbelief and fear. She hid it well, and almost immediately, but they had both seen it. He smirks at her quite suggestively and then turns to L'syr.* Talking will not get us far. Jaridians are - and this one in particular - like beasts. They may use verbal communication but there is one language that they understand much better... *he stopped, standing right next to L'syr and beside Naor'rin. She seemed frozen in the chair, still staring ahead to where he had been.*

N: *It was complete. Her mind struggled with the reality, simply too terrified to accept it. She could handle L'syr, she was quite sure of it. Whatever physical pain he could inflict upon her she could resist it... but T'than. His methods were others. His curiosity of before, his will to feel, which had given her so much pain over the years, was now replaced with knowledge. Knowledge of her intimate self; knowledge of how to injure her permanently. It was impossible not to dread. She had managed to heal, but only in part. Getting back at him had somehow made her feel vindicated... but in that moment she knew there would be no justice. It was check-mate, and hers was the king broken on the chess tray.* I have nothing to say to either of you. Summoning T'than to this room will not loosen my tongue. There is nothing to be said.

GT: *He was looking her way, but his words were intended for his pupil.* Prisoners and traitors always start out this way. There is always nothing to be said. *he turned to him.* Last time, she said the exact same thing, and as it turned out... there was actually a lot of interesting information in her little animal mind. *he paused, his tone foregoing the threatening innuendo and returning to its casualness* Were you ever informed of how Naor'rin became acquainted with us? 

Ls: *The Taelon shook his head once*

GT: *He started pacing the floor behind her chair.* Her spaceship was caught trying to slip through our territory. Spying no doubt. *he knew now that was not the case. But it adjusted the situation perfectly and it was what he had reported in the past.* It seems that despite becoming the Jaridian Liaison, that she never really gave up on her old practice. What is it they say? *he paused, stopping just behind her, touching the chair with his body so she could feel it* Old habits die hard... *he raised his hand, grabbing a lock of her hair from her shoulder and pulling it gently behind her back. A gesture that was full of duplicitous meaning...*

N: *The air caught in her lungs; she had to force it out as silently as possible. It was happening again - all of it. Naor'rin had no information to give them, such as it had been last time. Actually, that was a relief. She had nothing conclusive that they could steal from her if her weakness prevailed over her strength. T'than would not settle for that. He was not there for the information... even during the last time; he had wanted something else... And feeling his touch now, the repulsive coldness of his fingers was enough to make her break her stillness and shudder.* Keep your hands off of me. *the words came in a hiss, but the last words were nearly strangled into a choking moan.*

GT: I do not plan on getting them dirty Naor'rin. *he whispered behind her ear.* This is L'syr's interrogation. 

Ls: Yes, *he said tenderly*...it is, and I intend to know the information you hide from us. I am sure that I can find... something... to decrease your reticence. *He moved to a small panel embedded in the wall at the back of the chamber and moved his fingers over it. Instantly the solid wall behind her vaporized, revealing another chamber in which stood a table made of cold, curving metal that looked as if it had been gown from the very floor it stood on. It was smooth - no restraints could be seen, and above it, appearing to grow downward from the ceiling, were three tubes that intertwined with one another in what looked like a metallic braid, meeting and melding together at the very end to create a rounded pod from which pale light emanated. But around the light hung many glass-like fibers which jutted downward in several directions, none of them close enough to the bed to be touched by anyone lying upon it.* I feel most confident that our conversation will be very fruitful. *He smiled and his fingers floated over the little panel again. Seconds later Naor'rin's restraints unwrapped from her wrists and appeared to melt back into the arms of the chair.* Would you be so kind as to rise and lie down on the table? 

N: *The chair had moved 180 degrees as the restraints melted away from her arms and wrists. She was free, but she did not move immediately. Her eyes were trapped on the object before her; the smoothness of its lines deceiving as to its function. It was built to be intimidating, the sight of the many devices surrounding it making it seem as though the echoes of screams were filling the room.

Of course, it was her imagination alone. And hers was fertile enough to immediately conceive different methods of persuasion that could be provided by such paraphernalia. Slowly she rose, realizing her reluctance would only display her fear. 

Thoughts of running assaulted her. She was weakened from almost two days without sustenance, but not so much so that she couldn't use the element of surprise and try for an escape. The thought of using the shaqaravah on them was quite tempting. It would also sign her death sentence. She could well leave the room, but she doubted she would be able to flee the ship. And even if she did, flee to where? Earth was a twelve-hour sanctuary before a slow death. Jaridia... could be even worse.

She stared at L'syr... then her eyes shifted to T'than. The look on his face angered her beyond doubt. The bastard was enjoying it.*

GT: *He could nearly read her thoughts. Every time her eyes shifted to the end of the room, or lost focus, he could tell she was facing the dilemma of running. It was tempting, and it would be entertaining to see her try.* Whenever you feel like it, Naor'rin. We are very patient individuals. *he could afford to be, and he would be, for as long as she put on a show for him.* But perhaps you require a small incentive towards the right decision. *he was standing only a few feet from her* Your natural defenses are your enemies in this room. It has seen many Jaridians before you, and none left alive when they decided to try and leave before they were... dismissed.

N: *She swallowed on a throat quickly going dry. Yes, she would have figured as much. But then again, a quick death was becoming rather tempting...*

GT: Of course we know better than to grant them a quick and merciful death. All of them spoke... more or less... all of them broke. Now, if you would be so kind, *he pointed out towards the table.* …given that you have nothing to hide, you should also have nothing to fear. *his tone and his expression couldn't be any more cynical.*

N: *Her hands balled into two very tiny fists. She could feel her nails driving into the tender flesh of her palm. Then slowly she began to walk forward, doing her best to keep her chin up and her movements graceful. She hoped the tenseness wouldn't show. Naor'rin stopped by the table and studied the surface, even touching it tentatively with her long fingers. She heard footsteps behind her and turned around, leaning against the cold metal surface. Slowly, she supported her body with both hands and hauled herself up, sitting on the edge.* I do have nothing to hide T'than. *she turned to the Minister of Defense then.* And I have a peace treaty to fight for. Do what you will to me; it will not change the fact that you will find no answers to your questions today. *she wanted to finish her speech before lying down; and as the echoes of her words ebbed away, Naor'rin turned and gently lay down on the table.*

Ls: We shall see whether or not you have the answers Naor'rin. We shall see. *He turned to T'than* Come; let us allow her a few moments to reconsider the folly of her behavior. *He turned and beckoned for T'than to follow and they exited the small chamber, locking the door behind them. They had not restrained her on the table, perhaps leaving her to her own devices.*

N: *They were gone, simply gone. Naor'rin remained lying on the table, somewhat confused. She had expected anything but that! Her sharp senses were focused on the door, though her eyes were busy tracing the strange form of the cables hovering over her. The way the metal intertwined with metal had a sort of hypnotic quality. Several moments had passed and still nothing. The Jaridian took her time to put her mind at ease, to practice a little meditation to control her thoughts, maybe make some sense of the whole situation. She closed her eyes for a moment, sighing deeply as she did so... everything remained silent; T'than's presence was gone, she could tell...

Awhile later, the door opened again but it was not the Taelons who entered. The small, furtive silhouette of a figure could be seen working the panel, re-locking the door behind it and then turning, walking quickly into the light.*

N: *It felt like waking up suddenly from a deep sleep; as if her spirit was sinking back into her body after a little escapade through the astral world. She turned her head fast, her eyes wide as she took in the form that had just entered the room. Naor'rin could hardly believe it! She sat up on the table at once.*

C: *Cadence stood there, dressed in a baby blue tunic and pants, one hand caressing her rounded stomach, golden curls loose around her face, but her expression was distressed when her eyes found Naor'rin.*

 Naor'rin! *she whispered, rushing forward and embracing her Jaridian friend and then pulling back, still holding her hands.* Are you okay? *she stroked her face, pushing her dark hair away from her moist brow* I can't believe they are doing this to you! It's barbaric!

N: *She was at loss for words, her eyes shifting from Cadence's face to the door, clearly alarmed.* Cadence, what are you doing here? *her hands grabbed the girl's arms and she nearly shook her.* You can't put yourself and your child in harm's way like this!

C - I heard L'syr call T'than and what they were planning to do to you. I sneaked out of our chambers - T'than is broadcasting so loudly it wasn't difficult for me to find you. *she shook her head* He likes this. 

N: *She sighed and looked away. Yes, he did.* You shouldn't have come! You cannot help. You will only harm yourself. If T'than knows you are here... *but the girl was already moving away, as if ignoring her words.*

C - *She turned and went to a table in a corner that had different liquids in flasks set upon it. She sniffed each one and then brought one of the flasks to Naor'rin.* Here. Drink. It's water and you are burning up. It will refresh you. *She watched the other sip the clear liquid and then smiled, satisfied.* Naor'rin... I know what they want to do to you but... I don't know why!  What do they want to know that is so important?

N: *The water felt so fresh flowing down her throat and into her stomach. She had forgotten about drinking or eating. Her physical needs had been greatly neglected. In fact, Naor'rin had totally forgotten she even needed sustenance to survive. She took another sip as she considered the question. Cadence should not be there! But maybe reassuring her would make her go away; go away before L'syr and T'than came back. She glanced at the door and then set the glass on the table, beside her.* From what I understood, T'than and L'syr discovered that I have not been communicating with my species through the regular channels, so they assumed I was slipping secret information to the Jaridians so they could prepare for war. What they don't know, is that I have not been communicating with them at all. *it hit her then that the room could be equipped with some surveillance mechanism.* Listen, you need to get out of here. It is not safe to talk, and they can return any moment! Please Cadence, go home. *she pulled the girl to herself and hugged her for a short moment* I will be okay. *Naor'rin held Cadence at arms length.* Think of T'lana and get to safety. I would never forgive myself if something were to happen to either of you by my fault.

C - Nothing will! T'than won't hurt me and he won't allow L'syr to hurt me either. What matters now is you!  *She dropped her voice to the barest whisper as a tear slid down her cheek* The truth is that I wouldn't blame you if you had helped your people to launch a war. 

N: Cadence... *the name was uttered so softly. It was not disbelief at those words that had provoked that; but surprise, happy surprise that the girl was actually willing to understand and to forgive such betrayal.*

C - *Her voice was choked with emotion even whispered as it was against the possible surveillance* Naor'rin, I looked at the history files you brought to me. The Taelons... my god... they brutalized your people with not an ounce of mercy! *She wiped at her eyes* It must be so hard for you, living here with them, knowing what they are capable of. Sometimes you must wish them all dead...

N: *She had mixed feelings about it all, she had always had them.* We all have our moments of doubt. *her voice was darker, and unable to face the girl, Naor'rin leaped onto the floor and walked to where the shadows hid her partially.* Not so long ago they nearly annihilated my entire species... and yours, using a cannon built to use the energy coming from the core of your very planet. My parents died during that attack. *her hands were balled into fists* I would be lying if I said I have forgotten all that; I would be lying if I said that when I look at some of their faces I do not see an enemy. *she turned then.* I still hope for peace though. You, T'lana, my family back home, they are reasons enough. Though... *her eyes darkened, as if the lack of light had leeched their gleam.* ...all Jaridians have a natural aversion towards the Taelons. And it is no surprise; they have robbed us of life so theirs could be longer; they nearly enslaved us in the past, until we resurged after years in exile and went back to planet Taelon to regain what was ours! 

C - You wanted to show them that you weren't weak, and that they wouldn't be able to take advantage of you anymore.

N: Those were our plans, but the years converted those feelings to hatred. We sought revenge, we sought to teach them a lesson. Their arrogance would cost them dearly! *there was passion in her voice; the kind of passion that she had not felt since so many years ago, from before when she had fallen into T'than's hands and her life had changed for ever.* But the sacrifice of living here, of seeing them every day when sometimes my palms itch for vindication... it is all worth it. I want peace Cadence. Too much has been lost, for both sides. *not that she wanted to care about the Taelons side. They had just proven they were far more interested in relying on the threat of war than to fight for peace.* And I am afraid that it will end, for the both of us, should we fight again. My kind has the means to destroy them. *she began walking towards the girl again, her head cast slightly downwards. She stopped only inches from Cadence and looked the girl in the eyes.* But should war ever break, I... I would never turn on you Cadence. You are an innocent, and despite being a Taelon, so is your child. *she offered the weakest smile and passed by Cadence, stopping to look down at the table.*

C - *Her look was one of despair, her features pinched with pain and tension* You will always be my friend too Naor'rin, I swear! But...it's clear that your people will come, and that war is inevitable. I just wonder what kind of world we will have left to be friends in. I just wish that...there was something that I could do to help you now...

N: There might be. *she had just remembered.* When you leave, you could send an encrypted message to Zo'or. Tell him of what you have seen here, but... *she turned around and sat.* do not identify yourself. *Naor'rin knew well what had transpired between Zo'or and Cadence.* He can stop this, I am sure of it, and I doubt T'than would look any worse to Zo'or. They hate each other as it is.

C - *She wrapped her arms around Naor'rin, sobbing softly against her shoulder.* Yes, I'll do it, I promise! You have been wonderful to me and to my child Naor'rin. You've always been there to help us, even though I know how much it must pain you to do so after what T'than did to you... and to your child...

N: *She went suddenly stiff. At first she had reached out to Cadence's head, caressing it gently but then... suddenly, the words dawned on her. Naor'rin's child... T'than's child... what he had done...

She pulled back, looking incredulously at Cadence. The Jaridian was utterly speechless; the expression in her face was one of a million questions. She was quite sure T'than would never reveal that secret! Not to Cadence of all people.* How did you know? How did you know what of he did to me - of what he did to my daughter? *Naor'rin remembered having mentioned having had a child in the past, but she had never gone into details about it with anyone except Jor'rel.* Cadence?

C - What? *she asked, suddenly looking frightened, her arms crossed over herself.* Don't look at me like that!

N: *Suddenly she did not want the girl to come any closer. Suddenly something about that whole thing felt very wrong.* You should go away. You should go home. *but her tone was not one of concern anymore, but rather one of alarm. She looked around herself. There was nothing; no one there. The door was locked as the Taelons had left it... a Taelon interrogation room...which could be accessed ONLY by Taelons!

The Jaridian closed her eyes, feeling something beginning to grow in her body. A sort of cold, freezing and at the same time burning, making her head feel leaden. A hand reached out for the table, knocking away the glass. It fell and shattered on the floor, the noise seeming to amplify a million times as it echoed inside her head.* What... *she gasped, her eyes opening to look for the girl, but she was gone. She took one step forward, feeling the glass shards crush underneath her foot. And that is when she looked down... the water... it was dark, a thick crimson liquid. She blinked, feeling her head swoon...

What had just happened?

Ls: *L'syr and T'than watched from the tiny chamber which connected the interrogation chamber. The wall was transparent on their side as they had watched the Jaridian interact with the empty room, however, on the datastream floating in the air her hallucinations were given form, but now even there the room was empty. The experiment was over and L'syr turned to T'than in exasperation.* We should have gotten more information from her. You should have defined the parameters of what the human would and would not know! If I did not know better T'than, I would say you are losing your touch. 

GT: *He listened placidly. It had gone much better than he had hoped for. He knew quite well that having seen him was incentive enough for Naor'rin's mind to recall what had happened between them in the past. What had happened in the previous interrogation, and most of all, what had happened after that.  If L'syr were to learn that the Jaridian had had a child with him; that his methods of interrogation had exceeded what was deemed appropriate - far exceeded - then he and Cadence would be in true jeopardy. Losing L'syr as an ally was not an option. Having him as an enemy was even less.* You are correct. I had very little time, so I merely programmed the human with the scarce knowledge I have of her * Such a lie...* I figured Naor'rin's mind would do the rest. But she is a very resilient and suspicious individual.

Ls: You taught me how to be an inquisitor but it seems your skills have dulled. You have been away from the game for too long. *He pointed to the other chamber* Come, it is time we return you to it.

GT: *He nodded in agreement. Of course in normal circumstances he would never have committed such a mistake. His pride nearly made him admit it aloud. But, he had gotten what he wanted, and that was to trick L'syr. That interrogation would have to proceed using the conventional methods... though he had plans to make it "special" for the Jaridian and his pupil. L'syr did not see the predatory look in the General's eyes as he followed.*

Ls: *L'syr entered the room first, followed by T'than, smirking at Naor'rin's bewilderment.* Fascinating technology, is it not? *he asked, gesturing in the direction of the lighted globe above the table surrounded by its many fibers.* Each of those filaments is directed to probe different parts of an individual's brain, searching for memories that the interrogator might find useful. Once they are pinpointed, the device blurs the barrier between conscious thought and subconscious desire, the energy fields it produces causing the subject to experience a waking dream - every sensation - touch, sight, smell, completely real because in your mind, it is real.

N: *The taste of poison was in her mouth still; the sound of it, the voice of that Taelon L'syr, was in her head. The truth was she still felt at a loss, as if the whole dimension of reality had been torn to pieces; time and space bent to give physics a whole new equation. She tried to focus on where the sound was coming from, but Naor'rin was still dizzy. Whenever she blinked she could see images of Cadence still - just fragments, memories... they had been real, but from another time. Her breath was altered, fast, the air burning in her chest as it invaded her lungs.* I... don't understand... *she was not sure if those voices that said Cadence had been a figure of her imagination were not unreal themselves. Though that feeling of dread was back, that instinct that always made her heart beat so much faster.*

Ls: You desired comfort, and the image generated was that of the human, whom you so eagerly confided in...with the help of this...*he stooped down, touching the reddish puddle amidst the broken glass and then standing again and contemplating his wet fingertip.* It was truly amusing to watch you pour yourself a glass and drink it, though I realize that from your perspective it was your concerned little friend. 

N: Shi'pra! You... *she felt her legs nearly giving up and stumbled backwards, leaning against the table.* Um'rathum'ah... *she whispered, the words that followed in her native tongue dying as she struggled to focus on the two figures standing before her.*

Ls: *Another smirk as he raised his chin* But now, the dream is over my dear. It is time to face reality. *He dared to lay his hand against her chest, forcing her to lie down, impassive eyes following the metallic restraints entwining over her legs and arms. The drug was merely a light hypnotic and indeed it made her somewhat compliant to his wishes, but he knew that more powerful and painful measures would be necessary to coax her further. He leaned over, his face blocking out the light above, and spoke next to her cheek* Please... feel free to confide in me. I assure you that I will be interested in anything that you have to say.

N: *There was touch, cold, her skin prickled still at the ghost of the sensation. Nervous impulses traveled to her brain, slowly beginning to awaken her. It was her own self-defense being triggered.

She swallowed, washing away the last remains of the hypnotic elixir from her mouth. The remnants would not be enough to increase the effect of the liquid, but just feeling it helped her be aware that she had been drugged. Her pupils were strangely dilated, giving her eyes a sort of scared cat-like appearance. She wanted to say something but her protest was only a mere moan as she looked away from the face of L'syr.*

GT: The method chosen was a good one L'syr. But believe me when I say, you will need far greater incentives than that. *he walked around, placing himself on the other side of the table. The Jaridian would have no choice but to face either one or the other.* She is too much of a fool to speak up. You should have learned by now Naor'rin, the difference between being valiant, and being downright foolish.

We already know, per your own confession, that the Jaridians are equipped for War and that they possess weapons of mass destruction. *so far, that really represented no news. But the issue was that she had specifically said "the means to destroy them." A weapon did not necessarily have to be a cannon, or ships. If it was biological war they were facing... then things would be quite different.* What kind of weapons were you thinking of?

N: *She looked up at him, her arms tensing against the restraints. The shaqaravah glowed in her palm, but only for a small moment. At once pain coursed up her arms until it reached her spinal cord, making it seem as though it was being squeezed and twisted; it hurt so much that she stopped breathing for a moment.* We have always had everything that is necessary... *she managed to say in between the first gasping intakes of air.*

GT: *He smirked down on her* As you can see, your shaqaravah are quite ineffective here... and they always have been in war. What else? What are the Jaridians planning?

N: *She closed her eyes, trying to focus. Her body was covered in cold perspiration. Her system was still fighting away the last tinges of the neurological punishment and the poison.* Go to hell.

GT: You will have to start telling us more than that. However patient I said we were, I should warn you that we have limits, and you are encroaching on them. *he added with a whisper.* Perhaps you will be more cooperative if L'syr deals with you. *he looks at the other Taelon.* He looks rather... bored. *a smirk spread across his features as he focused again on Naor'rin's face. He reached for it, nearly chuckling when she tried to avoid his touch. Her skin was moist.* I believe our guest is feeling a little hot. Perhaps we should make her more comfortable, L'syr and show her that she does have strong reasons to confide in us. *his eyes were full of malice when he locked them on his pupil's*

Ls: *He smirked and nodded, blithely walking over to a shelf and withdrawing a small energy blade. L'syr knew well the tactic of undressing a captive. Not only did it humiliate them but it also increased their feeling of terror and vulnerability. He again stood over Naor'rin.* You do look feverish. *He switched on the blade, bringing its blue brilliance to hover over the bodice of her jumpsuit after brushing away her outer robe.* Perhaps this will help you to...shed...your inhibitions when talking to us... *Slipping his finger beneath the fabric, he lifted it slightly from her chest and met it with the blade, which hummed louder as it opened the thin material easily. Her jumpsuit parted as a gash was opened so her breasts were revealed all the way down to the tender flesh between her legs. Her legs themselves were still clad, but that didn't matter. He reached out and pulled the panels apart and once she was totally revealed he brought up the spotlight above her even brighter.*

GT: *He stood back, merely observing. What a spectacle it was! It was not hard at all to figure Naor'rin's weaknesses. It might even be that she wouldn't speak much in the end, but he had to admit he was greatly enjoying the interrogation itself. He had watched as she exerted her self-control and tried not to flinch at his suggestion. His smirk had broadened when she had realized she could not remain placid to it all and had closed her eyes to avoid them seeing what was so clearly printed in them. Her breath, coming in short and fast motions of her ribcage denoted just how fast her heart was racing in her chest. And a lovely chest it was, all her curves and assets put out for their enjoyment. He doubted L'syr would take a second notice, but indeed, T'than was quite curious to know if a Taelon so like himself in so many ways could resist something so clearly designed for passion.*

Ls: Is that better? *he asked with mock kindness. He saw T'than's eyes moving over her form and he followed them, resting on her full breasts, the dark nipples pert in the chill. He was silent for a moment - contemplative, but then came back to alertness.* 

N: *The blood drained from her features, she could feel it - feel it taking the fresh oxygen to her muscles, commanding them to move... commanding them to hide her form from their eyes. But the restraints were tight and Naor'rin knew she could not move. And T'than was there... proving his point: that he had always owned part of her, through her fear and terror of having once been completely vulnerable; she had once been invaded in body and mind and driven to a point close to madness. And he was different now; he understood the roots of such feelings. That made him all the more competent to play with her emotions.

And he was doing so flawlessly. She could feel their eyes one her, cold and calculating. T'than's probably understood the reasons for such harmony in a woman's form... She was scared, that much was visible. Despair was growing in her core.*

Ls: Tell me now Naor'rin, of how your people intend to strike against us. Tell me everything you conveniently left out at your hearing, for I know there is more. I demand that you speak!

GT: *He had no issues running a finger down her long, toned thigh* Come now, my dear.

N: *It took some time to form the words in her mind but much more to speak. She was afraid she would scream if she even dared to part her teeth.* I have nothing to tell you... *that touch, that energy... was calling out to her old fears. Like poison the coldness spread in her bloodstream, reaching her heart and disrupting its harmonic cadence. T'than's voice came again, full of innuendo.*

GT: Think a little longer Naor'rin... Do not rush your answer. *he looked down as he moved his hand up her thigh, passing dangerously over her womb and up over her tight abs; his finger was cold as the blade of a scalpel and it made her feel as though he was cutting her open - if not her body, then her soul.* L'syr, would you care to help her? Our touch seems to "relax" her enough to speak to us.

Ls: *He didn't respond at first; he was again looking at her body, his eyes following T'than's finger as it traveled over her. It was not common to touch a prisoner as the War Minister was doing - if Taelons touched them at all it might only be to deliver pain. And even for that they had their volunteer servants. Tentatively he rested his palm over her belly. He was able to perceive the softness of her flesh as well as her warmth. These things were easily disregarded. His focus was the questioning.*  I want to know why you stopped all communication with your people. Was it because a decision had been made to strike against us? 

N: *She couldn't help the shudder. She had been touched by a Taelon before - Zo'or's hands knew well every contour of her body - but there was something intrinsically demeaning in L'syr's touch. It was so like T'than's had been - meant to be a violation of her body and to instill a sense of complete hopelessness. But it was more than that; it was discovery. She found it hard to focus on his words when the energy tingling in his palm was calling out to hers. She had to reach complete control or her own reactions would lead him astray, just as what had happened with the War Minister.

Naor'rin looked upwards, toward the blinding light, releasing a groaning protest as her head moved from right to left in a clear "no". But no to what?*

Ls: From where would it be launched? Sector - coordinates! *His words were clipped and cold.* Give me the location of the Jaridians' base of operations. *He looked away from her face suddenly and down at his own hand. It was caressing her, restlessly moving over her abdomen to just beneath her breasts. T'than was watching him intently, as if he was expecting something, and L'syr was not going to disappoint him. He cupped a full breast and kneaded it once but then his grip became tight as he applied more and more pressure to the firm mound.*

GT: *A sound of protest; a moaning gasp. The grimace on her face, the look of despair... Ah, he had missed those things so much! And in watching L'syr he knew... the Jaridian's passion was calling out to him. Her denial, her terror... the best aphrodisiac in the universe. Already something was burning inside his pupil's eyes. Something more than enjoyment of the Jaridian's clear suffering.* Interesting... one would think she would welcome a Taelon's touch having bedded our "esteemed" Synod Leader for such a long time. *he had withdrawn his hand, though his fingers would sometimes brush against her skin just to remind her that he was still there.*

Ls: *He touched her as much for T'than's benefit as he did for Naor'rin's reaction. He would not make the same mistakes his mentor had and embrace his atavistic instincts.* Your futile attempts at deceit will only end in... discomfort... for you. *He squeezed her breast hard, watching her grimace.* Do you understand? *He became aware of the feel of her flesh in his hand and drew back from her, sending an ominous look T'than's way - a silent message that whatever reaction he had hoped for in himself would not be achieved.

GT: *He had to control his smirk. Such anger in L'syr's face... such anger at having lost control for a moment; at having realized just how pleasant it could be to submit a female to his will, to his touch... Hiding it now was the perfect give-away.

In order to hide his own dark satisfaction and hence his premeditation, he turned his attention to the Jaridian. He could already see a small tear rolling from the corner of her eye.* Naor'rin, come now, however delicious your tears, that is not what we want.

N: *Her whole body felt on fire, aching, crying out in disgust from the unwanted touch. Her breast stung from the rough treatment, her nipple ached from the cold.* I have nothing to reveal to you... *she dared a look at T'than.*

Ls: *He turned his back on them both and went and opened a panel in the wall, grateful for the semidarkness that shielded him from T'than's view for the moment. He flexed his fingers and looked at them; his palm was tingling from the feel of her. He could still recall the sensation of her erect nipple against the very center of his palm. The memory was soon followed by a cold rage and he gripped a small box and brought it into the light. Opening it, he withdrew a syringe and filled it with an amber liquid. The feel of the tiny but useful cylinder in his hand vanquished the feeling of her body but he was still irritated. Harshly he grabbed her upper arm and turned it outward and with precision he sunk the tiny needle into a vein, feeling her tense with the sting.* 

GT: *Change of tactics. He recognized the liquid at once... she would too, after a while.*

Ls: I grow weary of your reluctance Naor'rin, and now it will no longer plague me. Soon you will either have a change of heart or... you will find yourself in such agony that the only sounds to leave your lips will be your screams. 

N: *She closed her eyes and gulped. Maybe it was paranoia... or maybe it wasn't... but she could feel it spreading through her bloodstream; at first reaching her muscles... her head... her skin... then, sinking into her bones, all the way to the marrow.* This is useless, I can tell you nothing. *she was trying to remain calm, to slow the beating of her heart, to stop the poison from spreading too fast.*

Ls: *He reached into the metal case again and withdrew another syringe and filled it with a bluish liquid and held it before her wide eyes.* This is the antidote. Once injected it will stop the pain in seconds. I would be delighted to administer it when you decide to cooperate. *He smiled evilly down at her and then looked at T'than.* The drug is deliberately slow to take effect, to give the subject time to think on their choices. You will recall how the pain builds slowly but steadily until it reaches a crescendo. I do believe you once told me that some have actually died from its intensity. *He paused and then continued* You may begin - it is time we get answers.

GT: I do recognize the drug, L'syr. It is one I have used as well. Naor'rin will soon remember its sting. *he watched her tense up and fight the restraints for a moment. Yes, she remembered. He had left her cooking in it for a long time. She had denied him answers, so he had taught her a lesson, drugging her and leaving her alone to her own suffering. Gratuitous suffering. He had demanded nothing more from her that day. The price for her silence had been pain, excruciating pain.* She survived it once... but I have witnessed some dying from its effects, crying and begging for a quick death. 

But there will be no mercy here today. Traitors deserve none. And you are a traitor, are you not Naor'rin? You pretended to want peace when you were just giving your species time to prepare for war. This is what they have used you for, is it not?

N: *It was true... T'than was probably right! Her kind had used the time bought by the truce to regroup, to revise their old tactics, their old methods, to try to find a solution but at the same time, to prepare for the final conflict. A cramp in the arm that had been pierced, and she bit her lower lip.* 

GT: I would hurry if I were you. You will find it hard to speak in a few minutes. You know how it works... you know how it spreads, reaching every cell in your body, making every nerve feel as though it is being crushed. It is worse than having all the bones in your body broken, I have heard... The price for relief is simple. Answer L'syr's questions. *he approached the table, moving his hand down her side until he reached the vein that had been pierced. He pressed on it, watching her gasp as her eyes widened.* The simplest touch is agony, is it not? Soon your whole body will be one raw nerve... your sensorial perception will be taken to the hilt. Our touch will be, literally, agonizing. Now... *his hand was moving up her arm, fingers just barely touching her skin until he took hold of her nipple and pinched it tightly, watching her lovely features contort in pain.*

N: *She couldn't help but to groan. It hurt... hurt so much! She was already feeling it, not only in her tortured nipple, but all over her body! The cramps assaulting her muscles were so strong, paralyzing her in the ache* Stop...

GT: You know I cannot, unless you tell us what we want to know. *he looked up at L'syr. She was almost ready, almost ready to talk.* I think that with a little more persuasion she will speak up... *he looked down at her again, speaking with mocking gentleness* Will you not, my dear?

Ls: *He observed her, his hands behind his back, waiting. At first her body appeared to suffer tiny, fluttering muscle spasms here and there, which soon became a visible tightening of the muscles in her arms, torso and thighs. She was trying to hold back the pain behind a stony expression but soon even that was impossible; the muscles in her jaw were working, her teeth clenched and she was grimacing, a few tears pooling in her eyes. Several minutes more and her entire body looked as though it was perched on a great precipice and ready to fall into the abyss of pain.*

N: *The best way to fight the pain was not to resist it, but to try to ignore it, to divert her focus somewhere else. But where? It seemed that every cell in her body was in dire suffering. The very attempt to try to submerge her consciousness in memories, pleasant memories, had become impossible. The very act of breathing was torture as the muscles in her torso were forced to move to distend and contract her ribcage in order to let the lungs fill and empty of air. And she needed it so much. Her skin was on fire; her whole body was shaken with spasms as the fever heightened. The memory of the torment was powerful, but dull compared to its return.

A deep breath, involuntary, as was each movement of her body, stole a cry and immediately her teeth gritted and Naor'rin whimpered, despair filling her green eyes for a moment. It had become so strong that her mind could focus on little else but relief, at whatever cost.*

GT: She cannot take much longer. Her record time was about half of a human hour, but I did not give her such a large dose. *he faced L'syr* She will enter sensory overload soon. *every vein in the Jaridian's body was swollen; T'than could nearly see the blood flowing in those closer to the surface of her skin. Due to the perspiration, her body was glistening most erotically under the light. However resilient, she was breaking. He knew it. A shame that that kind of pain rendered the victims speechless most of the time. And a shame indeed that she did not allow herself to cry out.*

Ls: It must be getting difficult for you to think now, *L'syr said.* I realize that you believe that I am without compassion in this matter but allow me to prove otherwise. *He again leaned into her field of vision, tilting his head in curiosity. She was indeed a sight to see; her toned body was writhing, making her torn jumpsuit pull and wrinkle, revealing even more of her. He could just see the folds of her gender now, but as his eyes roamed her up and down he saw only a body that was conditioned to be strong and agile - a sleek fighting machine. He wondered what T'than saw but then told himself that it was better not to know.* I offer you a chance to end this useless torment now Naor'rin. 

N: *She let out weary breath, her chest heaving as though in a coughing fit. She closed her eyes, hot tears falling down and mixing with the moisture that covered her copper-colored skin.*

Ls: You need not answer any more questions, for you have given me much already. What I want now is decidedly simple - a mere confession to buy your release. *He smiled and rested the cool cylinder containing the antidote against her burning face.* Admit to being a traitor and I will give you the antidote.

GT: *He saw her arms moving, the movement voluntary, as though she had forgotten about the restraints that were nearly cutting through the tender flesh of her ankles and wrists. Did she want to reach for the vial? That was most interesting.* I believe she is convinced of the benefits of speaking L'syr. *he approached the table* Say it Naor'rin. A confession. That is all we want. *he was surprised L'syr was satisfied with so little, but it was enough to compromise Zo'or if she admitted, and truth be said, she was in no state to say more than a few words. Perhaps even that was too much to ask.* Are you a traitor?

N: *Her eyes reopened, focusing on something beyond the light. All she could distinguish were the shadows of the two Taelon faces looking down at her. Distorted faces, large bright eyes, darker lips, disembodied faces hovering in the light. She groaned and sobbed, desperately trying to make sense of her thoughts. Traitor... yes, yes yes, that is what she was... yes! Images of the last night's dream assaulted her mind replacing the pictures being received by her retina; voices cried in pain and anger.* Y--- yess... *she said weakly.*

GT: *Lovely.*  We did not hear you clearly enough. Have you betrayed us to the Jaridians, Naor'rin?  Have you betrayed Zo'or, seduced and used him to gather information for your kind?

N: # Zo'or...#  *for a moment her strength was deposited in that calling, but it died. More voices, again that voice from the fresh dream. His voice answering her, perhaps. "Die. Die and never wake up. I do not want you back, and I will never want you again." She was drifting... until... * YESSS! *her body was shaken with a spasm, as though revived.* I betrayed him... betrayed them all... *her head lolled slightly to the side, focusing on L'syr; again her hand fought the restraints wanting to reach for the vial.*

Ls: *He smiled and pulled the vial away* No no Naor'rin....but soon... *he caressed her face, his fingers following a tear track to the hollow of her throat and then breaking off from the slippery path to make their own way to the very top of her cleavage where they halted, feeling the beat of her racing heart, and then he pulled them away.* You admit to me, knowing that a record of this interrogation is being made, that you are a traitor?

N: Traitor... yes... 

Ls: A traitor to the Taelon species?

N: *There was a moment's pause, a moment when peace seemed to settle into her features. A fleeting moment. The Jaridian closed her eyes. Denial brought only pain. To resign and admit to something that was partially truth, was a relief... blessed relief. Numbness. These were the only thoughts her mind could process; the demands of her tortured body were too great, and her spirit was weakened by much of what had happened since her return from Jaridia.* Yes. *she turned her head his way, trying to focus her green eyes on his face. They burned so much, so very much...*

Ls: *He smirked victoriously and the needle flashed when he brought it into the light and now turned out her other arm, keeping it hovered there, the point just over a pulsing vein, and then his expression became resigned and he shook his head* Very well. You will receive relief from the pain now. I cannot help but wonder however if the pain will truly ever be gone for you. Not only are you a traitor to my kind, but yours as well. A few moments of discomfort and you gave them up easily enough. Perhaps they should have thought through their decision more thoroughly before anointing you a warrior. *L'syr knew it had been much more than discomfort, but knew that his words could weaken her with doubt better than any drug that he possessed. His hand moved forward and the needle disappeared into her arm, and he knew this time she was in too much agony to notice it. He depressed the plunger until all of the blue liquid was gone and stepped back, waiting for the pain to recede so his final words could be heard in her mind more clearly.*

N: *Her chest moved erratically as though she were choking. Those words had burned deep, poisoned her to the recesses of her spirit. She knew them to be true; crazed by the pain they made more sense than the few words her mind could conjure up. Like an animal listening to its owner, not understanding the whole of what is being said to him, but retaining the essential, taking it for a law.

Her eyelids closed tightly. She could not stand the light any longer. It was like fire made into rays that pierced her eyes, shredding them to pieces. A sudden wave of cold began to spread from her arm outwards; reaching her chest, making it easier to breathe, soothing her aching shell - releasing it from the invisible grip that had seemingly tried to crush it in her ribcage. Her blood was no longer lava, but liquid ice that soon reached her bones, breaking the jinx of a thousand sustained fractures. Her body was slowly feeling whole again...

And with it, so was her reason... her perception...*

GT: The antidote is taking its effect as we speak. *he ran a finger over the inside of her elbow, where the skin was so tender. Her system was cooling down. Her features were relaxing.* She was a little more cooperative this time around.

Ls: But was it cooperation, or weakness? *he said, turning to face the War Minister and then looking back at her cooling and slowly relaxing body.* I should contact Zo'or, *he said, loud enough for her to hear,* ...that is if he will even have her now. Perhaps he will instruct us to put her on a shuttle and send her back to her people... with the record of her time with us embedded in the ship's data files of course. *He chuckled at such an enticing thought.* so they would know exactly what they were getting back. *An echo of another malicious laugh was left behind in the room as he went to alert Zo'or that the interrogation was complete and information acquired.*

GT: *He did not bother to follow L'syr's movement away from the table. The console stood at the other end of the room, the distance quite enough to ensure them some privacy.* You fell from grace Naor'rin, and quite a tumble it was. We did not have sufficient proof to back up my claims, but thanks to you, we do not need it anymore. Your confession will take their doubt away. Peace is over... even if your kind is not preparing for war.

N: *Her body felt numb, and it was bliss. But she was allowed no rest. Everything that had happened was beginning to surface in her mind, the memories too fresh to be easily vanquished to where they could torture her no further. It seemed the echo of L'syr's laughter was still in the room, and its nature in every word spoken by T'than.* You will pay for this... T'than... Zo'or will not be pleased with what you have done.

GT: *He walked around the table, making sure she was eyeing him unwaveringly.* Is that so?

N: You have forged evidence... *her words lagged, as though she had not spoken for a very long time and was only now beginning to remember how it was done* I never betrayed the peace treaty... I never betrayed him.

GT: That is of no importance now. He is convinced otherwise. The truth of the matter is Naor'rin, you are alone. I've seen to it that you were stripped of your power, your rank, your dreams... and your honor! *he had already reached the other side, his fingers trailing a path up her chest, passing over her cleavage, rising up to her throat and roughly gripping her chin.* I warned you not to toy with me. I was very displeased with your attempt to destroy what I have built with Cadence. Not that it would have worked; I can always make her change her mind. *though that was mostly true, he knew the knowledge of that first hybrid child of his would cause a rift between he and Cadence.* Not so with you and Zo'or, is it? 

N: You are a tyrant. She will figure that out on her own.

GT: Am I, really? *he leaned down, his breath bathing her face in its coldness.* I was not the one who sold out my mate to keep my position. *he saw her eyes widen somewhat, her body tensing against the restraints.* You told us a few truths, so it is only fair that I share some with you as well. *he paused to whisper in her ear* Zo'or ordered this interrogation. He ordered you tortured until we squeezed every possible bit of information from your useless shell... he imposed one limitation alone: that we did not allow you to die. *his lips pressed against her cheek, then moved to kiss her full lips.* I believe he wants his way with you as well... or maybe he just wants to save the privilege of killing you for himself. *he pulled away, letting go of her and chuckling as she swiftly turned her face away from him.* So much for true love, huh Naor'rin. So much for giving up everything for a dream... *he watched her body taken with a different kind of spasm. A sob perhaps, a prelude to impending tears. She was quite beautiful in her despair. She always had been.* Because I know full well you never betrayed us... *he whispered* I know full well that we would not need to send the recording of the session along with you to Jaridia. You have already seen to it that they despise you... your brother No'ram revealed to me that much believing he was speaking with you.

Of course no one else knows this but myself. This is my personal vendetta... *he could hear footsteps approaching; L'syr was done reporting to Zo'or. It was probably time to return her to him.* And Zo'or is next.

N: *It was just too much to bear. Denial had been her first reaction but somehow... somehow she knew! Zo'or had not come, not even when she had called him. L'syr had just gone to call him; T'than knew the truth. Everything fit nicely into place. A scream was caught up in her chest making her feel as though her body was about to explode. Suddenly being restrained to that table was unbearable and she fought against the restraints, wanting to flee, wanting to use whatever strength she had left and just squeeze the life out of T'than for what he had done...

But she had betrayed Zo'or. Her spirit was devastated to discover that he had been behind her torture the whole time. It felt like her insides had been ripped from her, as though all her hope had dissolved into tears that welled up in her eyes but that she had no strength to shed.*

Ls: *He walked back into the room; Naor'rin was suddenly struggling on the table while T'than stood and looked down at her, a smirk on his lips. Had something transpired between the two of them, or was she merely having a delayed reaction to the interrogation?* It is a little late to struggle now Naor'rin, do you not agree? *She didn't answer, but L'syr went to a console and disabled the restraints, giving her the freedom she so wanted.*

N: *She felt the restraints come loose, leaving her free to move. What she did was instinctive. Naor'rin merely rolled over on the table, her back to the two Taelons and held her robes together, pressing them tightly against her body. She was suddenly so cold; she could not stop the shivering! It spread from her heart, the epicenter of where her spirit had broken to shake all of her shell. If only death would come... if only that coldness was its embrace.*

Ls: Zo'or is leaving the bridge and will soon be awaiting Naor'rin in his quarters. *His eyes moved to her and then back to T'than, and he smiled.* Perhaps you would like to escort her there? I am sure the leader would be far more pleased with your presence than with mine. *The words were sarcastic, but L'syr had uttered them with barely repressed glee.*

GT: Indeed L'syr. I am sure he will extract much contentment from seeing me... *and T'than would very much enjoy the look on Zo'or's face once he saw him... and her. It was payback time, an eye for an eye.*

Ls: *He turned to the Jaridian* Up! You are finished here. # In more ways than one # *He thought. She rose with difficulty and he looked at her exposed breasts with scorn* Cover yourself. Your outer robe is not damaged, and I have nothing here to offer you to wear. *His words were overly harsh, and the Taelon knew that he would require a long meditation to cleanse his thoughts of the things within him T'than had awakened - things he had never noticed...until today.*

GT: *He smirked and looked at his pupil.* Why the need for decorum L'syr? It is not likely that our esteemed leader hasn't already seen all there is to see. *he focused on Naor'rin. It seemed she could barely stand; shamefully, her hair veiled her face from his sight. How he would love to see the look on her face in that moment.* Besides, she has no honor left. It makes little difference whether she is dressed in rags or in nothing at all. *his tone was pure venom.*

Ls: It was gratifying to work with you again T'than. Perhaps with the impending future we will yet have more opportunities to do so. *He looked at Naor'rin, and then the table. He would not mind having a similar session with T'than's female. Because of her he had fallen, but L'syr would do his best to bring him back to the glory of his position. Getting rid of the girl would be a step towards that. It was something to ponder for the future.*

GT: I sincerely hope so, though I doubt that anything will please me more than this. *he nodded at L'syr and circled the table to where the Jaridian stood, her shoulders slumped, her head bowed low. So quiet... a little too quiet. Only her hands showed any signs that she was still there; her fingers quivered as they held her robes together.* Though I am certain that you know the way by heart, I will have to escort you to Zo'or's chambers. I expect cooperation on your part. You may believe things cannot get any worse, but believe me... they can. *he saw her flinch and smirked* Good.

Ls: *T'than was preparing to leave and L'syr nodded, maintaining his place in the chamber* My volunteers are ready to assist you if needed when you enter my office. Farewell.

GT: *He nodded curtly, then looked over his shoulder.* Naor'rin, come.

N: *She heard something, so very far away. Her body merely responded automatically and sluggishly followed the Taelon out of the room. They crossed the door and suddenly two pairs of hands were holding on to her arms and dragging her along, forcing her legs to walk faster than they could muster. T'than led the way, his pace fast but graceful, his chin up in a display of pure arrogance. He was the hunter showing off his capture in a parade.

Naor'rin, on the other hand, acted quite like the tamed animal; with her spirit broken her mind drowned in a blankness of thoughts, it was an empty shell they carried - a body that needed only the most primitive part of the brain to function so it could move. She could no longer feel the pain in her bruised wrists and ankles, or the rough grip on her arms or even the cramps in her sore muscles. There was just numbness. Still she held on to the robes, still she shivered from time to time as though cold was consuming her.*

GT: *They reached the Taelon wing. Zo'or's quarters were not too far ahead. They covered the remaining distance in less than a minute. The doors opened almost automatically and T'than stepped aside, ordering the goons to go in and release her in the middle of the room. He watched the two hulking figures go in, dragging a much lighter one with them. A ghost... Naor'rin looked terribly pale and thin, unhealthily so. 

He watched as they released her and no sooner had they done so that she fell to her knees, her body shaken with a shudder. There was a moan and a gasp, and then silence again. The guards passed him by and finally T'than stepped out of the shadows of the corridor and walked inside, his eyes no longer on the Jaridian female, but on the figure that stood proudly before her: Zo'or.*

Z: *He watched impassively as Naor'rin was unceremoniously dropped to the floor at his feet. When he saw T'than step into the brightness of the doorway he lifted his chin somewhat, his expression still the same, except for his eyes, which glittered with blue frigidity.* It was not necessary for you to come; you have done your job. I will deal with Naor'rin from this time forward. *His words were clipped, the edges of control too sharp to be natural.*

 

GT: I am quite sure you will grant her the proper treatment, now that her true nature has been revealed. *he walked forward and stood beside her, petting her head almost gently as an owner would do to his pet* It is almost a shame to let her go. Naor'rin has always been quite "entertaining". *there was pure malice in his eyes, and he nearly laughed when the Jaridian crawled somewhat away from him.* 

Z: *His eyes flared and he stepped away from the kneeling Jaridian and toward the War Minister.* I have not the need or the time to listen to your endless prattle T'than. We are finished here - leave us!

 

GT: *He was in no way intimidated. He had the upper hand and he loved it!* Indeed, a shame... *he whispered as his eyes rose from Naor'rin to Zo'or again. In a moment, T'than was all business, as if he had tired from the game* An audio copy of the interrogation will be heard at the next Synod Meeting. Granted that I shall not be there to enjoy it, L'syr will make sure they know just who you have hosted... *the gleam in his eyes was that of victory. T'than's struggle for Cadence was far from over, but at least he had made Zo'or pay for trying to part them. An eye for an eye, that was what it was all about.* I trust you will have as good of a day as I am having so far... *with a last smirk, he turned on his heels and exited the room. It was done. And the sweet taste of revenge made his pathways stir and his thoughts wander to future victories as he made his way to his quarters.*

Z: *He waited for the door to materialize before turning to face Naor'rin. At least the darkness would be useful to hide what he would not allow his voice to betray: his pain. It filled him like fetid water that would not drain away. Even torn and broken as she was she was beautiful, and he loved her, and it was his hatred at himself for still loving her that molded the sound of his voice. Never again would he be a victim to such weakness!* I should kill you here and now Naor'rin, *he said tonelessly, walking until she was faced with his legs* ...but that would be doing you a favor, and you deserve no such thing now. 

 

N: *There was a voice. Familiar... that in her core she knew she should welcome. But somehow, it brought her a greater sense of displacement and defeat. He had been late in coming when she had so needed him. And her guilt for having caused that was chewing on her insides as efficiently as acid. A part of her heard his words, an even smaller part understood their logical sequence. The tone; the energy so close to her, was mostly all she could interpret, and it completely drained away her forces. So, she did not look up; she did not face him; instead a pair of soulless green eyes focused on some distant point, denying to reckon reality.*

 

Z: I know that L'syr and T'than already killed your spirit, and that you probably want nothing more than to join it with your body, but there will be no such mercy for you. *He turned and moved into the shadows at the far end of the room, walking slowly around its perimeter so she would be sure to hear him, the sound disembodied and frightening.* L'syr wants me to send you back to Jaridia with a record of your interrogation. *He smiled coldly* Perhaps I shall, not because I wish to offer your despicable race any sort of good will but rather... for my own, shall we say, entertainment. 

 

N: *A shudder; involuntary. The knuckles of her hand went pale from the strength with which she held her robe together*

 

Z: *The lights came up and he was in front of her again, looking down upon her, his fallen angel.* I will need to think about it for a time before I make my final decision. *He knelt down then, his manner unsettlingly gentle, and helped her to stand and used the torn lapels of her robe to pull her against him.* But I am afraid that you and I will not be able to share these accommodations while I do so...

 

N: *It seemed a hungry beast was crying out in despair from the recesses of her mind. It pained so, it hurt her, but outwardly there was no sign of it. Per instinct, her body leaned against his. It recognized him still as being its completion. The soul however, bled from the many cuts inflicted by his words, by the coldness of his energy and the razor sharp iciness in his eyes. Still her head leaned against his shoulder, braids of flowing black hair falling against his arm and his chest.*

 

Z: *His lips brushed her cheek as he spoke, and a hand had slipped inside her robe to knead one of her breasts. How good she felt, how supple, how warm... His touch became painfully tight*...because I am done sharing my bed with a whore. *Pushing her away with a violence that had been heartbreaking in its cost, he turned away from her and he spoke sternly.* You will come with me now. *His tone left no room for argument and he began to walk, not turning to see is she followed him because he knew that she would. Not looking to make sure that she covered herself, because he didn't care. He told himself that he would never let himself care again, and if she wanted to walk down the corridor naked, it was her decision.*

N: *A last fall; the pain of her body was not hers to feel, so numb as it was by everything that had happened so far. She had not wished for death before as strongly as she did then. But still her nostrils flared somewhat with her breathing; her parted lips let in fresh air into her lungs, her heart beat still, adamant to feed her cells with nutrients and oxygen that would keep them alive. All in all, there was just emptiness; emptiness too great to describe. Darkness all around her - darkness except for him, except for his eyes; they stood out like daggers that repeatedly carved into her. But she could bleed no more...

Much like the automaton she rose, her head down and the emptiness of her expression hidden by the disheveled dark mane of hair. The rags of her dress had fallen away from her shoulders. Grabbed against her breasts by a hand that would not relax, they left her back nude. The soft material dragged behind her on the floor as her body performed the basic task of taking a step forward.*

 

Z:  *They quickly veered from the Taelon sector, and into a wall that magically split apart as he approached it. Down a long and narrow corridor they went in silence, to the cell that waited at the end of it. The ship had created this tiny capillary in her body remarkably fast, and Zo'or had made sure that it would not be displayed on any schematic.* In, *he said, pointing to the small room, and waited for her to walk past him. At least here she would be out of the way, and out of danger from certain of his other colleagues, until he decided what he wanted to do with her.*

 

N: *There was real darkness there, the absence of everything. Solitude. No sound, touch or sight to hurt her senses. Just four walls that seemed so protective. So very protective. She walked past him, as if in a trance. Grazing against his aura was a pain that her body recognized, so for a moment she actually flinched and moved farther away from him and into the cell. Without another word, or even a look of pitiful recognition, she walked all the way to the end of the room, and finally she let her weary legs give way and slowly nestled in the corner, completely ignoring the bed that had been supplied for her comfort. There was none possible... none that she wanted that would ever come again.*
To Be Continued…
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