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Book Twelve
Part One

A New Allegiance
[Takes place about a week after Sc'orr dismissed Chandra as his Protector. ]

*Five agonizing days - that's how long it had been since Chandra Sheridan had ceased to walk among the elite and had taken her place in her quarters in disgrace and under house arrest. In the span of a single week she had lost it all - her position as a Companion Protector, the friendship of her Companion, and her career as a whole, and all because she had tried to save her best friend from the clutches of a Taelon who was surely doing her harm.

Chandra had to think about that one. Ever since everything had begun between T'than and Cadence, it had been she, Chandra, who had been unhappy. She had told herself over and over again that Cadence needed her and wanted to be rescued, but every single time she had tried, something had gone wrong - usually Cadence being angry with her. In fact, Chandra had never seen Cadence so contented as she seemed to be now, mated to T'than.

Surely it had to be an act! Cadence was probably hiding her depression. At least, that's what Chandra had been telling herself every night over the past days as she lay in bed. She had to believe that Cadence wanted her interference, and that all this time Chandra had done the right thing. It made dealing with her failure easier to bear than facing that she might have done it all for nothing.

But that bit of bitter thought was penetrating her thoughts more and more - a mental termite burrowing through the layers of belief and self-justification, leaving a tiny hole behind from which seeped in painful reality: Cadence had it all - true love, an extremely protective mate who guarded her like a cherished and fragile treasure, a miracle child and a nearly Taelon standing now due to her own biological change into a hybrid. Everywhere she looked it seemed like someone was telling her how special Cadence was, though she had only heard that once or twice, but in her tortured thoughts rang thousands of voices taunting her with the words.

Cadence is beautiful.

Cadence is special.

Cadence is perfect, and maybe if you had been a little bit more of these things T'than would have chosen you instead of her!*

NO! *she cried in the darkness, and then looked in the mirror, whispering the rest* It's not true! I never wanted him or that life! *But still her mind questioned the truth in those words. But she was beautiful! She had once had a lover who had told her so, and who had praised her ambition. But he was light years away on another planet. She had told him to go - his career was there, hers was here on the ship.*

# Do you think that T'than would have ever left Cadence behind, even if she had asked him to? Maybe...just maybe, Zekhoor didn't love you enough if he could leave you like that #

But I wanted it that way! *she said to her reflection* I wanted my career!

# And now you don't even have that...#

*The paperweight came down and shattered the smoothness of the glass, and Chandra smiled victoriously in the darkness; the voice was gone as well. Her global beeping made her cry out. That was a sound she hadn't heard since her confinement. She swallowed over a dry throat; it was a summons from Zo'or, and she was to report to the bridge immediately.

Running a brush through her long hair once, she looked down at herself; her clothing was wrinkled but she had no time to change it and so she ran her hands down her body, straightening it as best she could. Sc'orr had told her that Zo'or would make the final decision regarding her outcome - either court-martial or dishonorable discharge from Companion Services. A cold shiver went through her.

She was just about to walk out the door when she looked at her small dresser. A photograph of Cadence's smiling face, only to Chandra, it looked more like a sneer. At the moment, she rather hated Cadence. She slammed the picture down on its face and left the room. Moments later she stood alone on the bridge - alone except for the Synod leader, as she awaited him to deliver the final blow and reveal her fate.

Z:  *He had been drifting over reports for days, and today was no different.  Except for one small thing, one small detail to handle.  A blonde figure approached, her face set in apprehensive stone, her eyes shining and frightened.  He could not think anything of her - form any opinion - neither hate, nor loathing, nor affability.  There was nothing.  Nothing but Naor'rin playing in his mind like water that could not be stopped.  Nothing but revenge was left there to toil alone; to eat at the sun, and cripple the moonlight, until he was withering from the lack of light.

She stopped, with a respectful salute that was both respectful and bitter.  Bitter.  Toxic and delicious in promise.  He wanted death for his lover, and pain for his enemy, but for him, these were only superfluous pleasures.  Now it was his immediate comfort that he sought, a single spark of momentary relief to convince him that his love had been misplaced, and that his hate was all there was that might truly sustain him.*

Ms. Sheridan.  *His voice ran like glass against air, the almost empty bridge offering it no friction or interference.*  I have read Sc'orr's reports.  All of them, to be more precise.  I have called you in order that you may make report to me in person. I have deemed your side of the story worth a fraction of my limited time, but other appointments are pressing.  I suggest you be concise with your explanation, and quick with its delivery.  My colleagues will be eager to understand how you were willing to act so blatantly against the best interest of one of your Taelon benefactors.  *He did not smile - though that would have been the better messenger of menace and threat - but squared his glare, a cool but angry facade that aimed to look into her eyes and strip away her soul.*

Ch: *Her blue eyes flashed with fury for an instant but she dug the nails of her clasped hands into the tender flesh of her palms behind her back, taking a single breath. Her career had self-destructed and an outburst would only make things worse however...since it was all over anyway, there was no point in trying to lie to make things better, either.* You can tell your colleagues that my record up until recently has spoken well of my respect and desire to serve the Taelon race. My behavior of late had nothing to do with wanting to act against a Taelon, but it had everything to do with trying to help a friend. I don't care what anyone says - T'than is forcing Cadence Blue to remain with him, either by direct threats or by more insidious means. I tried to help her to see reason and escape but my efforts were thwarted. *She looked down for a moment and then back at him, her expression softening for an instant before reverting to its former vehemence.* I regret that Sc'orr has released me from his service and that I will be discharged from my duties here, but I make no apologies for trying to help Cadence and...*she paused, frozen and tense, not knowing whether to utter her final thought. He was unmoved - she could tell, and her career was indeed over so what the hell, why hold back?* ...and given the chance, I would do it all over again.

Z:  Would you now?  *He stood, and walked down the stairs that led to his chair.*  I am still only a pupil in the ways of human behavior, but I have made some observations of your behavior Ms. Sheridan, and have come to a few conclusions of my own that seem to fit the evidence that I have collected.  And, do you know what I have concluded?

Ch: *She blushed and shook her head once. He was making her feel ashamed, and she hadn't even done anything wrong! Not really anyway...*

Z: *He reached where she was standing, stopping just a foot short of her.  Even on the same level he towered above her, proud and arrogant.*  I have decided that your actions against T'than had nothing to do with protecting your supposed friend, but everything to do with protecting yourself. 

*He stood perfectly still, a skill that was purely alien. He had noticed that human beings could not seem to do the same.*  You are a fool if you believe otherwise.  And if you are to work for me, I must have you free of childish idiocy. 

Ch: I WAS protecting Cadence! I don't care what you say! You can call me a fool all you want but just because you say it does not make it so. *She folded her arms under her breasts. She wasn't shouting at him - it was nothing close to how she had shouted at T'than, however her tone was terse enough to be considered insubordinate...IF she had still been employed that is.* You don't have any idea what it means to stand up and protect someone like I tried to do. T'than should be punished for what he is doing but of course he won't be. Power is a wonderful protector after all. *She was grousing, but not necessarily at him. She was looking straight ahead, and then at her boots, but suddenly her eyes crawled up that tall, Taelon body and met his, an earlier statement he had made finally dislodging from her ears and moving into her brain.*

Work for you...what do you mean?

Z:  *He walked back to his chair, putting deliberate distance between them.*  It is not a secret - the animosity between T'than and myself.  The past has made us forever enemies.  Forever on opposite sides of the fight to secure Taelon survival.  As you can imagine, I do not hesitate in making enemies, if making enemies is what I must do. It is that decisive ability that has led me to power, and despite T'than's attempts to seize it from me, he has yet to succeed, and the proof of my dominance shines in the results; it is I in power and not him.  

Ch: *Her irritation and nervousness was beginning to drain away in little drops and leave behind breathless anticipation. She nodded at him to let him know that he had her complete attention.*

Z: Sc'orr has discarded you because you do not play by Taelon rules of war.

Ch: War, *she said incredulously.* It's not w...

Z: Yes war.  That is what we at now.  Amongst ourselves - fighting for a supremacy that most Taelons are too small to admit to.  Sc'orr is old and outdated, and that weakness will make him obsolete, his influence already waning due to recent indiscretions.  Indiscretions that I intend to expose in every dark corner of this ship and beyond.  

You are intelligent Chandra.  I have seen it, and realized your potential even before you were initiated into Volunteer service.  I do not wish harm for your friend, and if it is your wish, I will leave her to you - you may decide to do with her as you wish.  

Ch: *Her eyes widened and she could hardly breathe; Zo'or was telling her things that she was positive he would not reveal to just anyone. He was treating her as a trusted confidant, and...if that was the case then...it could only mean that she would not be discharged in disgrace! And...the things he was offering her...

Power.*

Z: *He stood and walked down to meet her once more.*  I am not offering you the world Ms. Sheridan.  I am offering you the universe.  I wish you to become my Protector.  But, it is more than that I am offering.  *He came closer.  Almost too close.*  I am suggesting a partnership between us.  For me, the benefit of your intelligence, and willingness to violate the stricture of Taelon procedure.  For you... the power to do what is your wish.  The power to take whatever it is that pleases you.  To regain your position, and to smite all those who have laughed at your misfortune.  Be at my side, and make fools of them all.  

Ch: *She licked her lips, her heart thumping a triumphant melody. No, it was more of a march - a victory march! #The power to take whatever it is that pleases you.  To regain your position, and to smite all those who have laughed at your misfortune. Be at my side, and make fools of them all. #

Yes, fools of them all! T'than had delighted in her powerlessness, even going so far as to tell her that Cadence was above her - a Taelon - and could command her if she wished. Perhaps it would be the other way around - she would not be the protector of a mere Ambassador, but for the Synod Leader himself! But she had to be sure...*

Your offer more than appeals to me Zo'or, and yes there are some things I would like to rectify with my peers and...others. *She shuddered - he was so very close to her now, but it was certainly not an unpleasant feeling.* I do not wish to offend you by questioning the generosity that you have offered me but I must have assurance of one thing. *She looked up into his blue eyes, her look not demanding but pleading, though Chandra herself could not see that.*  That I will have your support when the time comes that I take Cadence away from that tyrant. Because, that would please me. *She would be a hero to Cadence's parents and, if Cadence so enjoyed being a prisoner Chandra would see to it that she had her wish...only it would be she herself in charge of the keys...*

Z:  *A pleased expression twisted his face, his delight at seducing her almost as alluring as his desire to control someone completely.  Once again... to own, to reign, and to conquer.  He had thought that Naor'rin was a champion, but he had been wrong.  She was weak and filthy, her worthless flesh undeserving of mingling with his own.  

But Chandra... she was fresh and impressionable.  Arrogant and ambitious in the best of ways. Her greed and lust would serve him well, and give him something to feed off of... his own ambition had begun to waver under the dampening powers of Naor'rin's affections. His love had strangled his forward momentum, so he would have it no longer.  Love was a shriveling vine in the wake of lust anyway, something so small... so crushable.*  It is T'than's destruction that I seek.  When it comes time, you may have Cadence AND do with her whatever you wish.  

Ch:  *She watched Zo'or with her eyes alone, now truly beginning to enjoy his proximity; it invigorated her with his power and after she spoke she could not help the smile that crept over her lips. But there was no innocence in it, in fact it was a contradiction to her sweet youthfulness and nearly an offense to it in its darkness.* Then I accept. I will serve you to the very best of my ability, and with all loyalty.

Z:  Your acceptance pleases me.  *He smiled, but did not move*  Yet, if we are to be allies, there must be an understanding between us, a responsibility of trust, from which neither of us can waver.  I must have your vow of loyalty now, a promise of your allegiance. To trust me despite what you may hear from anyone else. With your adoption of the position as my Protector you will find many of the elite here who will attempt to fill your mind with lies about me. Deceptions that they hope would sway you from my service.  

Ch: One cannot sway what one cannot bend, Sir, *she said.* Though I am young, I am no fool, as my distrust of T'than shows. It is apparent that you are a Taelon of great wisdom and it is with you that I wish to work. I have promised my loyalty already, and I know where my allegiances lie. You have my solemn word that I shall never waver, and that I will give my life to protect you...or what you stand for.

Z: *He did not waver, move, breathe, as she vowed her life to him.  Life, it was that, that in all its entirety.  He would rob her soul so completely that if she ever did leave him, there would be nothing left of her. Nothing to rejoice in the life she had promised.  Nothing to betray...*  Very well then we are agreed.  

*He summoned a drone that was hunched over a nearby console.*  There is a vacant office adjacent from my own. Please activate the computer system, and prepare it for Ms. Sheridan's immediate use.  *He paused.*  And also, I think new quarters will be in order. Something larger.  What it is you occupy now?  Standard Volunteer quarters?

Ch: Yes, Sir. In B-wing.

Z: That will not do at all. *he turned to the drone again*  Newly requisitioned VIP quarters have been constructed on the Taelon habitation deck. Find an appropriate apartment there. *He gestured dismissing the drone*  What else, Ms. Sheridan?  What else might I do to prove MY loyalty?  

Ch: *She blinked, almost not understanding the question. HE was asking her what *she* wanted! The Synod Leader!* N...nothing! I mean, I am fine, honestly! *She looked at the floor, a pink blush making her cheeks glow attractively. She finally looked back up at him, her sweet smile turning to something less joyful.* Well...there is something...  T'than deliberately humiliated me, even though it was undeserved on my part. Sc'orr didn't help matters by revoking my commission and in fact that only reinforced to my peers that my disgrace was deserved. *She sucked in the corner of her lip, getting up her courage and taking a deep breath* I would be very appreciative if you made my promotion known to all. After all, if I am to work as your Protector, it is important that my reputation be restored. *He had moved away from her and now it was she who stepped closer, looking up at him with wide, innocent eyes, wanting something more than what she was asking but not exactly sure what that was.*  Can you... Will you, do that for me?

Z:  *He relaxed, enjoying his victory with sheer delight.*  It would be my pleasure Ms. Sheridan.

In the mean time, I think that you have much to do. You are dismissed.

*He leaned into his chair as she gleefully exited.  Everything was going perfectly...*
Book Twelve
Part Two
Birth
*More than two months had passed since T'than had been freed to live out his life, still the powerful War Minister though lacking his former posting to the Synod, and life for he and Cadence had been peaceful. At least, that is how it seemed to Cadence from her limited perspective sealed within their grand chambers.

Not much had changed with the exception that his mood had been light compared with what she was used to. Naor'rin had also disappeared; she had promised to return and visit with Cadence, but that was weeks ago. Cadence wondered if T'than's attitude was connected with that somehow. She had not inquired about it, but she felt that T'than was keeping things from her, though, that was speculation. He never talked to her about business, so what she felt could be merely him holding back about his official duties. He had his ways of distracting her from questions anyway....

They had not made love in more than a week though as her pregnancy moved toward its conclusion. She had researched the Taelon archives looking for any information on birth but, she was not a Taelon, and so much of what she read, when she was able to find any information, simply did not apply. Jor'rel tried to comfort her, but it was frightening being the first to join with a Taelon. Jor'rel said it was unexplored territory and it made her feel like an explorer waiting for hostile natives with spears to ambush her from around the next corner!

Perhaps it was these concerns that had her feeling so agitated these past few days. Sleep had eluded her and she found herself feeling tired and restless of late. Tonight was no exception; she had left T'than sleeping beneath the energy shower and gone to soak in the warm and flowing waters of the beautiful sunken tub, her head resting against a small shelf of rock while the small waterfall cascaded over her hair. She caressed her belly which had not grown as much as she had expected, but which was large enough to make her aching back appreciate the heat of the water. Being submerged in the tub was the only thing that seemed to calm the active being within her too. Cadence sometimes wondered if the child would be a gymnast!

She dried off and wrapped a thin robe around herself and went into the sitting area and poured herself a glass of juice, pacing slowly while she drank it. Finally she began to feel sleepy and returned to the bedchamber, quietly slipping in beside the Taelon and closing her eyes. She had just begun to float off into slumber when she awoke with a small shudder. It had felt like an icy draft had touched her bones, making her body tense but in an instant it was gone. Minutes passed with only peaceful silence and Cadence began to relax, but before she closed her eyes that same feeling returned - a quick flash, making her tense, and then gone, and this time she saw the dim blush that had come with it. Could it be? Was this the beginning of....labor?

She sat up, hugging herself. Her thoughts on having the baby were full of duality; she was excited, as well as terrified! Another blush, another icy tremor and she gasped. Not with pain but with another emotion: Cadence was scared. It was time.*

~*~

GT: *It was unbelievable how time seemed to flow when one is submerged in work. The last weeks had been spent preparing for the impending fight with the Jaridians, investigating as well as managing resources. All had been kept in secrecy though, as not to alarm the human population and most of all, not to attract unwanted attentions. There was no telling if some of the human personnel could be spies. The real kind, in league with the enemy; not the kind caught in circumstances as Naor'rin had been.

The Synod had been quite grateful for T'than's findings, and quite incisive in their decision to quietly prepare for the Jaridians. Still, they had not been grateful enough in the General's perspective. He still had not recovered the totality of his power, but he was getting there. Alliances had been made; Zo'or's position had been shaken even if the Synod Leader had found a way to excuse his affair with the former Jaridian liaison. Naor'rin had not been heard of in a long time, and though T'than had not been told exactly what had become of her, something told him she was not dead. After all, for better or worse, they shared a bond.

Cadence knew nothing of those issues; he had made sure of that, in a way for her protection and in another, for his own. He was indeed a tyrant outside their chambers and he relished on it. But the main reason was still her health. The girl's future was uncertain enough and the Taelon could well feel and even see the fear that sometimes took over her emotions and transpired through her aura. Jor'rel had been amazingly competent in caring for her though, which had been a surprise to T'than. The old healer had been far more capable than he had originally given him credit for.

But all in all, these were good times, the calm before the storm he reckoned. It was no wonder that the Taelon found it easier to relax and embrace a well deserved rest; he would deal with what was to come when it came. For the moment, Cadence and work exhausted him! Sometimes feeding the child cost him a few extra hours under the energy shower, but T'lana had developed perfectly so far. T'than had not failed them, not as a parent. Not this time.

He was recovering from the last sharing, a rather draining though shorter one than usual, when something inside him stirred. It wasn't painful, only uncomfortable. There was that strange sensation of being pushed violently and falling down from a great height. The secret is always not to look down, but it was impossible not to open your eyes, only to find your body actually rising from where it had been laying, the real light blinding him momentarily.

The energy shower was immediately turned off. With an expression of confusion T'than sat upright. Again; it seemed someone had punched him in the belly, leaving him breathless. The echo of the slight pain was still quite uncomfortable, but more than that, the wavelength of Cadence's aura had changed. He knew that before he looked to his side to find her there, seated against the bed's head, the very image of frailty. How had he missed her entering the bed? Had he been that tired?

But those questions were quickly submerged by the sensations that invaded him. Instinct... instinct was trying to tell him something. He recognized the fluctuations in her aura, the way it shimmered in all the colors of the rainbow and spilled in the very air around her. The way they seemed to draw him to her, as if by a verbal calling.

He blinked and saw her there again; T'lana... the same grown T'lana who had saved him once from the void. She was there, right behind his lids; the last image of his dream. The one that had pushed him from the realm of the subconscious back into reality, a reality that they would be sharing soon.

T'than said nothing for a moment, as if trance had overtaken him. There was a whisper that sounded like their child's name... then a hand moved forward, wanting to reach for Cadence but was withdrawn, as if repelled by extreme heat.

Quickly, the Taelon rose from the bed and went straight for the console. All that was required was to activate one command, programmed so that even Cadence could access it should it happen when she was alone...

She was going into labor. Pressing that virtual button was the very confirmation of that fact. Jor'rel would come... he would come with all that was necessary... 

All that was necessary for a Taelon birth; all that was necessary for a human birth. But this was neither.

~*~

*The A-wing of the infirmary had been cleared and under tight restriction for the past four days. Even the working medical staff had been cut to all but a few who were deemed absolutely necessary, and these few humans who remained would not have any sort of direct access to the birthing room that Jor'rel inspected one last time. Nothing more could be done - everything had proceeded according to plan and it was ready - instruments in place and available as well as the place where Cadence and T'than would be for the duration of the birth. Several Taelons, all medics and technicians worked quietly at other tasks, waiting with what seemed to Jor'rel more patience than he himself could muster, for the call from T'than's quarters.

Barely had the hail finished that Jor'rel had grabbed a small slim case and quickly strode from the facility flanked by two Taelons guiding an anti-grav gurney, each draped in transparent smocks over their blue jumpsuits. Jor'rel himself was the picture of uniqueness if only because of his lack of it: he too wore a typical Taelon uniform, somewhat lighter in color than his staff which was covered in the same sort of protective robe. He knew his appearance was surprising - he saw T'than's brow arch when he opened the door to his chambers.*

GT: *He was too busy looking after Cadence - though in truth he had done little more than just be there with her - to notice the warning on the console that someone had arrived to his offices and the outer chambers. The lock that usually sealed his private quarters from the lounge had been unsealed automatically upon his summoning Jor'rel and it seemed to T'than an eternity was what it took for the healer to arrive. He had never felt quite as nervous as he did at that moment; it showed in his stillness caused by the effort to remain stoic. How could he, when her body was sending out all those signals?!

Still he walked away from her to acknowledge Jor'rel when he entered. He was quite astounded to find the healer's attire changed to the usual Taelon jumpsuit. It was atypical of the old Taelon, but then again, there was nothing normal about that day.* Whatever stalled you Jor'rel? *over the healer's shoulder he could see two other Taelons. T'than hurried to lock the door.*

Jor: How is she? *he asked as they went to the bedchamber, leaving the other two Taelons in the living area to set up equipment.*

GT: Stable... as far as I can ascertain. *he kept his voice low and hurried his step, leaving the healer behind.*

Jor: *T'than went back to Cadence and took her hand. Jor'rel stood by the side of the bed and looked down at her.* I see that your baby does not want you to sleep tonight. *smile*

C - She hasn't allowed me to in days, *Cadence replied irritably as she shifted trying to make herself comfortable without success.*

Jor: That is natural. She wants out - to be held in your arms. *His voice was soothing, his comments perfect for she had smiled softly. He pulled the thin robe she wore away from her belly and rested his hand there.* How long since the last episode of blushing? *he asked T'than*

GT: Around the time when I called you. It was strong enough to pull me out of my resting state. *his eyes were on Jor'rel's face. There was a shifting of her aura there, almost like a calling of the child to the one that touched its resting place.* That was nearly seventeen standard minutes ago.

Jor: *He nodded, waiting and never moving his hand. A moment later Cadence grimaced slightly and he felt her shudder and a hot rush of blue energy moved over her form and over his hand. Then, all was quiet again.*

C - Do you think this is really labor?

GT: *He did not need to have witnessed it before to know. He could feel it; the Taelon part of birth was something that his body understood. Yes, it was almost like instinct, and it had been buried for so long, much like the sexual desire. But he had gradually adapted to that. The birth, on the contrary, was something more sudden to his system than it was to Cadence's. He had always been the distant progenitor... never the one to give birth and never the one to assist it either.*

Jor: *He looked at her quizzically* Yes... it is. It has begun but... was there some doubt?

C - *She shrugged* I don't know... I guess not. It's just that this isn't all that bad. I thought it would feel a lot worse.

GT: *A sudden darkness crept over his features. In a matter of hours it would all be over... the outcome was a blank card. But of one thing he was certain: it would not be easy on her... or him. Today, they would live and prosper, or it would truly be the end of all things.*

Jor: *He did not need to look at T'than and had no intention of letting Cadence see him do so. Instead he responded brightly* Excellent. That is the right attitude to have. There is nothing to fear but fear itself. *He brought up the small case he had been holding and opened it, showing it first to T'than and then to Cadence.* I am going to begin monitoring you and your baby now.

GT: *His eyes shifted to the paraphernalia. Some things he had seen... others appeared to be taken out of an imaginative mind and hence, unlikely of Taelon origin. But he had to trust Jor'rel... this was the final moment, and alone they would be condemned.*

C - *She looked to T'than, making sure that his expression said it was okay and then watched as Jor'rel withdrew what looked like a delicate spider made of deep blue glass with tiny legs of silver from the case. He placed it on her belly where it stood, extending its sparkling legs, each appearing to be as fine as a single hair. Lowering itself until it touched her skin it began to glow dimly, its legs disappearing painlessly into her to anchor itself. Next, he took her hand from where she clutched her garment together at her neck and placed another of the devices on her chest, just above her cleavage. Only touching it with her fingers told her it was there.*

Jor: There. Now I can monitor both your energy and T'lana's and make sure it is synchronizing properly.* Results were already being displayed on his datapad and he noted that unity was hours away.* It is time to take you and T'than to the infirmary.

C - But... can't I just have the baby here? *She looked to T'than* I want to stay here, in our own bed...please? It seems right that she should be born here... Everything is going fine so far!

GT: *He did not want his voice to sound forlorn, but he had never been good at being positive, merely realistic.* It is not wise to remain here. Should complications arise, we do not have the means to compensate for it. This is not the time for romanticism Cadence. The life of our child and your life comes first. *he raised his eyes to Jor'rel* We must go to the infirmary to make sure all remains and ends as it is now: well.

Jor: *He waited for T'than to finish and then spoke up, as gently as possible* Listen to T'than - he speaks the truth. All is well, but we are taking the conservative course of action for this event. We want you to be safe, and T'than as well. Remember, you are both connected, even for this.

C - *She was silent for a moment and then nodded. She knew that, and...she didn't want to do anything to jeopardize the health of the baby, or her mate.*

Jor: *He smiled down at her and then leaned in to pick her up but she shied away.* I just want to take you to the gurney Cadence, and I am aware that T'than does not want my staff to enter here. *He looked at the other Taelon, knowing he would get confirmation of that.*

GT: *A small smirk. Even despite the circumstances, it was simply too natural for him.*

C - T'than can carry me there.

Jor: He shares your labor to a certain extent - he can feel it. I thought it might be better if I assisted you for now.

C - *She shook her head and got out of the bed* Then I'll walk there myself. *She had taken about two steps when another small seizure made her glow dimly, causing her to sit back down*

GT: *He barely had the time to reach for her arm and hold her. For a moment it seemed his body was seeking support rather than offering it. He looked at the healer, his eyes bearing warning to stay at bay.* I can carry her. The discomfort is not so strong that it disables me from performing such a simple task. *without another word he passed his arm underneath her legs and the other under her arms and lifted her.* Hold tightly... *he whispered to her. His legs were slightly shaken by the contraction, his pathways on fire with the energy still rushing in his system.

He walked over to the door, passing by the healer. It opened automatically to give him passage, and closed mere seconds after the healer had crossed the frame behind him and Cadence. There was a portal set up by the window, and only one of the two Taelons had remained behind to assist them. All the better; T'than did not wish to be a spectacle for anyone's entertaining. He waited for Jor'rel to catch up.* Are you certain that interdimensional travel will not affect the child? *for indeed, at that time, T'lana's body was going through the last stages of its evolution towards biological self-sustainability. The energy changed at every moment, drawing her further apart from Cadence's body. It was almost like his mate's body had a sort of portal to another tiny dimension which was where T'lana had grown.*

Jor: Yes, quite certain. Any stress she may suffer will be brief compared to if you were all subjected to the scrutiny you would receive in the corridors. Now please, *he said and gestured to the ID portal* time is of the essence.

GT: *His silence indicated his acquiescence. Jor'rel was thinking logically, though at that moment, nothing seemed certain to T'than. He was not accustomed to doubt, and for a rare moment in his life, this was serious enough to mine his otherwise impeccable reasoning. Emotions were something hard to introduce into the equation that had always been his frame of mind. Black and white... or so it had been before Cadence had brought all the remaining colours into his life.*

C - *A Taelon she didn't recognize stepped forward, urging a floating gurney towards them but she glared at him and held on to T'than more tightly. A bright flash of light made her squint and when she again looked around she was met with not the comforting view of their quarters but the clinical setting of the infirmary.*

Jor: *He sent the Taelon with them off to make further preparations and beckoned toward a small corridor.* Follow me. We are almost there.

GT: *He glanced slightly downwards once to Cadence, issuing a reassuring thought in her mind before carrying her forward and after Jor'rel... that was, until a voice made him turn, his body tensing as though ready to attack.*

Jenny Madden: Wait! *Technician Madden called as she rushed up to them. She had been one of the few humans allowed to remain due to her prior involvement in caring for Cadence.* T'than, *she said, nodding and then looked at Cadence held in his arms* Congratulations... to both of you. *Leaning forward she squeezed Cadence's arm and kissed her on her cheek.*

C - Thank you... Are you coming along?

GT: *T'than did not enjoy the interference. His system was continuously receiving the alarm messages that transpired through Cadence's aura. A message that urged him to be quick to take her to safety, and that meant away from all interference from the outside. He needed to be alone with her, to become one with her again. It was... instinct, perhaps the last remaining drops of it left in his Taelon body. For a brief moment he wondered if the others had felt like that before their children had been born... and again he regretted the children imprisoned in the stasis deck. He pulled Cadence closer, almost to get her away from the other human as though Miss Madden was somehow hazardous. The gleam in his eyes when he faced the woman was quite enough to keep anyone at bay...* 

J: *Her eyes moved to T'than nervously and then downward* ...No...it is not permitted...but I will be there with you in spirit. *Cadence nodded, looking really nervous, as any mother-to-be would, and so Jenny offered the most reassuring smile she was able to.* No worries now - you'll do just fine. Good Luck Cadence... and to you as well. *her eyes were once again meeting those blue Taelon ones.*

GT: *Foolish human superstition would do them little good. They were alone now, considering that the other Taelons would respect them enough to allow T'than the reclusion he needed, as well as the mental distance from the Commonality. To fully join with Cadence had taken him months of preparation. This would be harsh on his system... it was already. The turmoil made his pathways churn with what he could only describe as anxiousness... and dread. Life and death mattered to him now.*

C - *The corridor was dim, but the room that they entered at the end of it was rather bright considering what she was used to, but it offered her a complete view of...where she was going to give birth...

In the very centre of the room, looking like it had sprouted from the floor was a chair of sorts. It was in a reclining position, its armrests rounded and looking like they would embrace the occupant. It was Taelon in its every aspect, the material it had been fashioned from seeming to glow in a myriad of colors even in the light. However it looked almost too large for her alone, the seat of it higher in one part, and then looking like a small step and blossoming out to make another rounded ledge. It didn't look comfortable at all! Did they expect her to try and lie there and have the baby too?

Jor: *He went to her just as T'than set her down on her feet, and offered her a smile, again speaking in soothing tones* I know you would have liked to have your friend here Cadence, but Taelon birthing is an extremely personal thing. To us, it is an intimate experience, not to be witnessed by outsiders.

GT: *That room was new to him. Jor'rel's words rang sense to him. An outsider. That was a word well fit to describe him; a soldier, always out there, always fighting, protecting, destroying, but when it came to life... to that very chamber... he was an outsider. He walked over to the chair and ran his fingers over it as though hypnotized by the reflection of the light in its smooth surface. How many children had been born there before T'lana... all of them the hope of survival to his species? The last ones, constant failures... even Zo'or. This was the moment. He turned to Jor'rel once again, guided by the sound of his voice T'than ceased his wonderings.*

Jor: There is a forcefield around this room now, and no one will enter without my express consent. *His two assistants were still there, but they had moved to enclosed stations at either end of the room where they would monitor the proceedings in detail and only offer direct assistance to Jor'rel if asked.*

C - *She wanted to say that she was an outsider but was caught in another contraction... and this one pulled at her body a little more roughly than the last one.

GT: *He had to grip the chair's arm this time, his body contracting just as hers had done just milliseconds before. With a small blush he gathered himself and rushed forward to support her.*

Jor: *Running a small scanner over her while at the same time opening a datastream that displayed the readings from both of her monitoring devices he nodded.* Her energy is beginning to shift now towards that of the child. It has truly begun. 

GT: I can feel it. *he whispered*

Jor: *He saw her eyes on the birthing chair* What do you think? *the question was directed at T'than.* You were never present during birthing, were you General? I would not be surprised if you have never seen one of these before. I myself had to go deep into our database to even find the specifications to offer the ship so she could grow it.

GT: It has been hundreds of years. We gave up hope of conceiving again. *Hope... he now found a use for that word. He was not so sure it had defined the Taelons' attitude towards reproduction and the inability to conceive.* I do not quite know what to think of it all... my mind is too undermined with emotions... and sensation... *this time he held on. The distance to her was shorter; he foresaw it even before she shuddered in his arms*

C - *Another spasm hit her and she was surprised because the interval was shorter than before. The contraction itself had actually been brief compared to the others, but its brevity had been compensated for by its power; the blush had been clearly visible and the invisible wire wrapped around her entire body had been drawn tight...though, only for a second. It was gone before she could consciously register the pain.*

Jor: It is time. You should both disrobe now and take your positions there.*His eyes flicked to the chair*

C - Both of us? *She began to understand why the chair looked to be made for more than one.*

GT: Yes. *this sound was almost a hiss. This time he had been quick enough to absorb part of her pain, and it lingered like an acute echo through his pathways making his thoughts somehow difficult to structure.* We were together in her conception, we will again be together in her birth. It is the Taelon way. Most animals’ native to Earth leave it to the females to bear the children. Evolution dictated so... but with Taelons, we evolved towards unity. Even if not physically present, we can assist the birth by proxy. When my other children were born, I was not the one sitting in that chair. This time I will not leave my child's life in some other Taelon's hands... I will not trust your life with anyone. *on that day, they would both succeed, or they would both die trying to carry forth that dream.* You are far too important. 

Jor: All will be well, General, *he said, making sure to keep his voice soothing for the benefit of them both.* I will not allow harm to come to them...to any of you.

GT: *For a moment, he had forgotten Jor'rel was even there. His system was channeling Cadence. The web of his aura and hers was already intermingling even if her eyes could not grasp it.

He held her hand, adamant to maintain the physical touch and he silently called out to her. His attitude, the constant whisper of his mind, and the tendrils of his energy gently involved her and pulled her after him and towards the chair.*

C - *He was with her, his presence gently stroking her thoughts, his hand gently squeezing her own. They both now stood, looking down at the chair, It seemed to change colors subtly from blue to violet, to pink and back again.* How do we...sit? 

GT: My place is in the back; I will be your support when you sit... *that was said with emphasis. He would be more than a body to lean against - a mere physical barrier that would keep her steady. Today, he would be her very anchor to life. Hers and T'lana's. The greatest challenge of his existence was about to begin.

Giving it no more room for thought or delay, he leaned forward to kiss her. A gentle kiss, half farewell half hopeful and when he pulled away his façade was already gone.* It is time. *A last glance towards Jor'rel to have the healer prepare himself, and T'than moved to sit on the birthing chair, hailing Cadence to follow him with his hand.*

C - *She stepped in front of him and let her robe drop away and sat down between his legs. Her arms came up to cover herself - she knew T'than would think it was silly, but there were two other Taelons in the room and she felt very awkward being unclothed in front of them. But Jor'rel came to her rescue, draping her body with a sheet and she looked up at him gratefully and then lay back against the Taelon.*

Jor: Relax now. Until the last moments you may be modest. *He smiled and patted her hand. He very much doubted that she would be concerned with nudity by then. He did hope that her labor would not be as brutal as he was worried it would be...*

C - *She lay against T'than, smiling when his arms went around her. He was sending forth his strength and comfort, as well as his love and she looked up at him and whispered* We're going to have a baby. 

GT: *Her enthusiasm was almost communicable. It was still a dilemma to him how she managed to harbour so many feelings simultaneously. Because he could sense her fear too, and her anxiousness... Nothing was ever simple with Cadence. His Taelon nature however, was trying to win over his emotions, trying to get him to focus, to prepare his mind and control his body for what was to come. Still... he felt the same degree of excitement over it all.* Yes... we are. *he kissed the top of her head and then let his own head rest against the chair's back. His gaze was distant, as though he could see something floating above them. T'lana had come the last time he had almost died... but now it was her life in his hands.*

C- *She petted her belly tenderly. The room began to dim around them to the Taelon comfort zone and suddenly the chair began to shimmer around its edges, liquefying tendrils of bioslurry lengthening to encircle them completely in what now looked like a shiny and translucent pod. Just when Cadence thought she was going to have to shift to make herself more comfortable, she felt the material they were both now ensconced in become pliant, and even more amazing it seemed to shift all by itself, and she found herself completely comfortable again. She felt soft vibrations as it shifted under T'than also, making the Taelon as comfortable as possible too.* That's amazing! This chair is reading my mind!

GT: No, your energy. It can adjust and conform in accordance to the readings it gets from your body, hence inferring the perfect shape to fit your contours. It is of vital importance that we are both comfortable.

C - *She tensed when another tiny shudder moved through her - a cold chill that vanished quickly. She relaxed again, cuddling against T'than, the chair constantly making adjustments under her, but then the next contraction began, stealing her breath and a dim blush from her and she saw the Taelon's arms around her blush as well.* That was...uncomfortable...

GT: I am afraid there is little we can do about that. *he was holding tight to her, his body still tense from the stress of the latest contraction. It was getting stronger though the readings of her aura had not shifted that much. She was still far from the critical point. They were both far.*

Jor: *He was there immediately, a scanner moving over her and then T'than.* Was it stronger Cadence?

C - Yes, but I'm okay. *She smiled, petting over T'than's arms and then holding onto his hands.* I'm okay, really.

Jor: You are being very brave. Everyone is proud of you Cadence. *She smiled and he turned his attention to the War Minister. His readings were strong and steady, but showing expected stress.* And how are you so far?

GT: It is not unendurable. *his eyes spoke of what his lips could not: that it was only the beginning. He knew it.* I can help divert the pain from her system so that she can spare her energy for the final moments. She is doing well so far... *he let his hands caress Cadence's gently. He would need to keep constant contact with her; his energy had to remain in perfect synchrony with hers; the flow of his energy as steady and rhythmic as that of her heart; the flow of his thoughts as fluid and intense as hers. No more, no less. They had to become the same.*

 ~*~

*Two hours had passed; Cadence's contractions were moderate but the girl was taking it all remarkably in her stride. The healer had to admit he had expected more fear; she had been very apprehensive over the idea of labor. He had just stepped out of the booth after conferring with one of the other physicians at the end of the room. Cadence and T'than were blushing, suffering another contraction but everything was going smoothly.*

C - Jor'rel... it's been over two hours. Will she be here soon?

Jor: Soon Cadence, but two hours is really not that long in terms of bringing forth a life.

C - Easy to say for you - you aren't the one bringing it forth. *She smirked but the comment was meant to be good-natured and Jor'rel simply nodded and then went to monitor their readings on the stream.* T'than, are you excited? 

GT: *He glanced down at her, his lips moving closer to her ear as he whispered* Very much so. *he could well trade that word for something else - something closer to anxious. As always, this was sort of a game to her. He could hardly partake in her feelings. Something was screaming alarming messages in his system.* 

C - Aren't you just ready to hold her in your arms? *She asked softly, kissing him on his cheek.*

GT: There is nothing I want more. *if only because it meant they had survived; that they had challenged everyone and everything and won. That T'lana had been born; that his kind had finally found the answer to survive. That he and Cadence would be together and holding the materialization of their love for each other. He was about to smile at how sentimental his thoughts had become when his arms draped strongly around her, as though he meant merely to hug her out of tenderness*

C - *She was relaxed, comforted by his words and thoughts but she was gasping and arching against his embrace; the chill of the expected contraction had frozen and now an icy blade stabbed at her in the very center of her being, not evaporating like before, but instead twisting in her belly and tightening in her lungs, making taking a breath a painful effort. She moaned, and then ice turned to fire, and she screamed...*

GT: Jor'rel... *the sound was hoarse; his voice changed to something un-Taelon. He doubted the healer had heard it being spoken over Cadence's scream. He opened up completely to her energy; her pain passed to him by osmosis, and even when his was greater, he forced more in against the natural flow. The blush of his initial surprise changed in colour. This time it had been pain; she felt it still, and so did he...*

C - T'than please don't let go! *she whimpered, clasping his hands tightly.*

Jor: He will not Cadence, I assure you, *said the healer calmly. He was holding what looked like a slim rod, topped at the end with an oblong device which was glowing brightly with amber light.* Your energy signature is beginning to spike and shifting toward that of T'lana's to a greater degree. *The amber sphere glowed nearly white and emitted a loud beep.* Here comes another... *she tensed up as it came, blushing and moaning softly* Go with it - let it take you - relax and imagine the pain flowing from your body into T'than's.

GT: *Everything went white; he only then realised his eyes had closed and that the return of visual perception was blinding when added to the near overdose of sensation.* Cadence... *he called weakly. Her breath was laboured; her fear was like beams irradiating through her aura. He grabbed her hands so his palms could be against hers* You need to open up to me, completely... Let me in...

C - *She gripped his hands immediately, too frightened to even think of attempting to withhold all of the pain inside of herself. She imagined the pain as a white-hot and fiery river pouring over her, but finally T'than was there and contagious tendrils of heat flowed over him, at first extinguishing his glow, but suddenly there was a brilliant flash and the reddish-white flames were snuffed out by blinding blueness; T'than was enveloping her with his coolness and she sighed and relaxed.*

Jor: *The entire chamber had lit up; T'than had blushed, but it was more like an explosion and then it was just the couple, lying in the dim medical room, hands clasped tightly together, taking comfort in each other. Jor'rel smiled softly; it had been a very long time since he had witnessed the complete unity of Taelons giving birth.*

T'than? *he said softly. The War Minister's eyes were closed, his head against the back of the pod. He still held firmly to Cadence's hands, and she too appeared to be unconscious. He brushed damp coils of hair away from her face.* 

GT: *There was a voice, very far away that he recognized but gave it no heed. The remnants of the pain were being washed from his system and he was temporarily without forces. The temptation of dozing off was so strong... only Cadence's touch kept him from wandering into the numbness of limbo.*

Jor: Cadence? *Her eyes opened and she looked up at him weakly, and then she looked back to T'than and called to him softly.*

GT: *His eyelids trembled and opened. The image of the robust Jor'rel filled nearly his entire field of sight. His fingers brushed over Cadence's to let her know he was there and that he had heard her.*

Jor: You are both doing well and your readings are within normal tolerances.*

GT: *Yes... if one could apply the word normal to describe the situation.* 

Jor: *Suddenly, ghostlike, one of the two Taelon assisting physicians was by Jor'rel's side, his palm open and offering something to the old healer. Taking the tiny object he held it while the other Taelon dropped into it a glowing capsule.* Help me with Cadence please, Cal'lar. *The medic knelt down and took Cadence by her upper arms, pulling her forward, away from T'than, looking down at her with only a hint of curiosity, which grew more apparent when he noted her staring at him with wide-eyed apprehension.

Meanwhile, Jor'rel's attention was on his other patient.* You will feel minor pressure when I affix this to your main pathway, T'than. *He held up the small black disk that now had a glowing blue center.* 

GT: *He had tensed in the chair and nearly lunged forward to grab Cadence and lay her back against him. All he knew was grief when the distance between their bodies increased. He was looking at Jor'rel in angry puzzlement rather than to heed his words.*

Jor: Concentrated core energy, and it will be delivered in small increments to strengthen you for the duration of this experience. I can replenish it if necessary. It will help you to keep up your strength now for when you support Cadence. 

GT: *It was actually a very wise thing to do. He had not rested completely in the previous days, and even if he had... the few contractions Cadence had felt had taken quite a toll on him. His eyes shifted to her, his energy pulled her, the long tendrils almost a physical web as he beckoned her closer* She will need it as well Jor'rel.

Jor: *He looked over at her, still held in Cal'lar's grasp and said quietly* I cannot offer the same to her - it would only add foreign energy to her system that would have to be changed, thus prolonging her labor. *He placed the disk against the center of T'than's chest and watched as it appeared to flatten, the energy seed now in contact with the center of his being, ready to feed him when needed.*

GT: *He felt the intrusion, but allowed it, though it brought faint but dreadful memories back into his mind; a similar device, piercing into his main pathway, leeching away his life force, making it spill into the air to be wasted like dewdrops in the desert.* I can feel it... *it was strange. A shiver took over his pathway as he felt it energize... and then he knew tension again and his mind beseeched to have Cadence's closer.* 

Jor: *He saw Cadence trying to look back over her shoulder. She was pulling against Cal'lar's grip and T'than appeared agitated also and so he nodded and she was immediately rested against him again. Within moments she reached for T'than and squirmed in pain as it began again.*

GT: *The scream was lost inside him to echo along with the pain. He pressed his palms to hers as though he meant them to transcend the physical laws and merge! Pain, pain, more pain like lashes from a whip. The energy he received from her carried a thousand daggers that carved into his every pathway.

C - *Again she cried out, both in pain and fear, as she was once more immersed into the flaming river of her pain and once more T'than was there to cover her with his cooling energy. Cadence wondered if blanched vegetables felt like this. *

Jor: *His hand followed his glowing scanner over her belly. There was a slit in the sheet and he opened it to examine her. Beneath his fingers he felt fluttering movement.* T'lana is breaking free of the last conduits of energy that suspend her, as well as join her to your body. *He saw the pain in the girl - it shifted in tiny shadows over her face and settled in her eyes* You are doing fine Cadence, and the pain you feel now will end and you will have the greatest reward. This is normal. *She nodded and smiled, but it became a grimace all too soon.*

GT: *Normal... everything was going accordingly to what was normal... Not so if one took into account that Taelons shared their pain in birth and that they both know how to shut it out. Cadence was a volcano of emotions, not lectured at all in the art of self-control and emotion management. On the contrary, unlike that of a Taelon, her body was sensitive, feeling even the slightest touch to a near hilt. And she knew very little how to control any of it. He was no more ready to face it all than she was...

C - *She gritted her teeth as another wave of heat moved sluggishly over her. She writhed, unable to be still with it and the pod shifted radically beneath her weight, but all of its efforts were failing because Cadence was becoming alarmingly aware that the intervals of peace were growing less, and each contraction was lasting longer, the echo of the pain barely gone before the next stinging wave came to start it anew.*

GT: *It hurt - tore at his insides. He felt the new energy spill forth from the device in his chest, and though it gave him the strength to fight it and control that beast of suffering, it clawed him and several gashes took their time to heal and numb.

By the time it was over, he was short of breath and seemed quite at a loss. Again it was the touch of her skin and the looming of her aura that reported that they were both well.* Cadence... how are you faring? *her hands were sweaty, and she was quivering slightly against him. He felt fear as keenly as he would if someone had plunged a dagger into his skin. * 

C - *She swallowed and took a breath.* I feel like someone has wrapped a wire around me, and they keep pulling it tighter and tighter! *Her tone was fretful and shaken. She held his hands tightly, never letting go even when she was in the grip of a contraction.* I wish I could just rest for awhile...just a little while!

Jor: Cadence, everything will be...

C - SHUT UP! 

Jor: *He pulled back, surprised.* Cadence please...

C - Go away! I'm sick of hearing that it will all turn out okay! This is NEVER going to end! 

GT: Jor'rel, you cannot replenish her energy, but maybe you can take advantage of her human biology and administer something for the pain...

Jor: *He shook his head sympathetically* Her biology has changed to such a degree that it would likely have no effect on her, or, it could be harmful. We just have no experience with a metamorphosis like this, and also, there is the child to think of and I am not willing to risk her welfare to ease discomfort that is only temporary.

C - If you had balls I'd show you some 'temporary' discomfort! *Cadence said irritably*

GT: *If he were not in such great discomfort and trying to maintain complete concentration, he would actually have laughed at it... and especially, at Jor'rel's expression.*

Jor: *He closed his eyes and counted to ten; he had read that this simple mental exercise was useful in situations where one's patience was pushed to the limit...and he told himself that she was merely speaking through labor pains.* With every test and examination I am learning more and more about the new being that you have become. By the time you have your next baby we will know much more than we do today and hopefully will have a safe means by which we can alleviate your discomfort.

C - Next baby? I can promise you, there won't be anymore babies because I am never going to allow T'than to touch me again!

Jor: *He had to smile at that one.*

GT: *Curiously, he himself was having second thoughts about embarking on another such experience. And that brought some softness to his stony features.  *

~*~

C - *Cadence was seeing everything through a red haze of agony; what once she had described as a tightening wire had become a steel vice whose clutching jaws now held her entire body and never let go. Behind the pain had been a mounting pressure that was now looming over her like a suffocating shadow. Her mother Hayley had described the need to push at the height of her labor but Cadence didn't have such a promise of relief. She could do nothing but lie there - she felt no instinct urging her to do anything for there was nothing for her to do but wait for her body to finally change its energy frequency so their baby would have a bridge to follow toward emergence...and her body seemed to have stalled its journey, leaving her at the threshold, but going no further.*

GT: *There were no intervals for rest now; the pain was continuous, wave after engulfing wave as they grew stronger and faster. And his control was tossed back and forth, his essence being crashed against what seemed like thorn-encrusted walls. He had never thought he would one day wish for the end as keenly as he did then. The worst about it was that somehow he knew something was very, very wrong, and that he was not able to ride those waves anymore. He could hear the cries, cries other than his muffled ones; cries other than Cadence's. The child... T'lana was paining as well.*

C - *Another knifelike slash of agony left her trembling and breathless* T'than, *she wept, her sharp tongue dulled by tears* Something is wrong! T'lana... she can't get out! She'll die! 

GT: *He opened his eyes to Cadence's voice. The image of the room came to him in hues of red, bright flaming red; he was seeing through Cadence's aura and the intensity of it was dreadful.* No, she cannot die... *his eyes flashed* Sha'bra! JOR'REL! *His was the expression or murderous-despair. The energy Jor'rel had provided was coming to an end. Neither of them could keep it up much longer.* Do something!

Jor: *Six endless hours had passed. Jor'rel had thought that there could be nothing worse than the sounds of Cadence's pain-wrenched screams, until they had ceased, her torment now so extreme that it left her too stunned to cry. Even T'than's occasional moans had stopped, and the silence in the room was eerie, and not a good sign. Alarms had begun to sound right when the War Minister had called to him. Rushing over he practically ripped away the sheet draping Cadence and placed his hands against her swollen stomach; the child was in clear distress - he could feel it and through his monitors he could see it.* T'than, *he said worriedly,* Cadence's energy has shifted as much as it can; her body is unable to make the final adjustment. This was an unforeseen circumstance probably resulting from the fact that her physiology is still going through the changes you started in it.

GT: I know... I can feel it... *she was at her limit. It was killing her... it was killing them both! And he was failing...*

Jor: *He looked from Cadence to T'than* My readings show that you are being strained due to this also, and your stress levels are at the maximum of what is safe for you to withstand, but...she needs your help to take that last step. You must merge with her - allow your mutable energy to mingle with hers - it may be enough to push hers to the needed frequency and allow T'lana to pass into this world.

GT: *That had never been attempted. It would actually imply that they would give birth together - that in the end, not only would T'lana be born from Cadence's body, but also from his own. He did not speak. His teeth were gritted and his ability to think words had been stolen by another outburst of pain. She would not sustain that much longer... These were desperate times... they called for desperate measures. His acquiescence was a simple nod.*

Jor: *Cadence was blushing, her expression contorted with fear and misery. Jor'rel's alabaster complexion darkened leaving his blue eyes to look directly into T'than's, his whispered voice cutting through Cadence's cries like a hot knife through butter.* General, in case this does not work, I must ask... If a choice must be made, to save one or the other... 

GT: *Choice... what choice could there be? Cadence's agony was driving him mad!*

C - Save the baby...

Jor: *He looked at her, shocked that she had heard, but then his gaze moved back to T'than.* General, I will do as you say, but please consider that, you could try again...if anything goes wrong here today. I will abide by your decision, but I must have it, now.

GT: There is no possible choice. *his sore throat uttered the words, at last. He knew that if he lost T'lana, Cadence would most likely be taken from him by his species.  Zo'or would see to that, for T'than knew that ever since he had visited her, the leader had been curious about her. Too curious.  He also knew that if Cadence died... so would he, in the very same moment, for they were one in the same. They had to become even more so in order to survive.

Jor: *He nodded; it was to be all of them in life, or death. Stepping back, he checked T'lana's readings; the child was strong but her struggles were weakening her. It could not continue.*

C - T'than, help us! *She let go of his hands and they now gripped at the edges of the biopod they rested in. It felt like she was being twisted into knots, the pressure making her head ring and unbeknownst to her, a tiny trickle of blood leaked from her left ear.*

Jor: *Cadence's internal organs were being subjected to the stress of her labor, even her brain. Her human body was shutting down and Jor'rel decided that he would take the baby by invasive means if T'than was unsuccessful.*

General, it is now or never!

GT: *A cry. Another pang of pain and it seemed his body exploded from the agony it was punished with. A million glowing shards of him seemed to float around her. The chair molded to her form now, keeping it from falling backwards. The sparks came together again, gathering around her like a newly formed aura. They concentrated just outside of her skin, and slowly they made their way into her body. Like water putting out a burning fire, the colour of her aura shifted again, a mist seeming to rise all around her. T'than was there, every sparkle a part of his conscious self. There was yet another cry; eyes glowing, lips parting in the humanoid energy shell that totally involved Cadence's body. He had retaken his shape inside her; his body only semi tangible as energy mingled with energy and they became truly one in the same.*

C - *She was struggling to stay afloat in the fiery maelstrom of her own physical torment as well as the psychic agony of the child. Cadence could feel T'lana's fear - a fear that had no understanding to help ease it. She was absolutely terrified! 

Cadence felt herself sinking into unconsciousness, giving up her hold on life, pulling the child down into the blissful nothingness with her. In the nothing there would be no pain, for her, or for T'lana. Then the vision of a face infiltrated her....everywhere! It was T'than, and he was reaching for them, and he looked so beautiful, so bright and resplendent. Her mind reached out to him and soon she was being pulled upward into the light that was the Taelon's true form. She was inside of him! He was inside of her!

They were one.*

GT: *It was close now, so very close.* # I am with you... think of nothing but the child in your arms. Think of nothing but her...#  *An image surfaced in his mind... in their mind. The image of an angelic being; a being that had had embraced T'than and pulled him away from the void not so long ago. Their child... the child that called out in despair to its parents, and who was suffocating with the will to live.*

C - *His energy invaded her like cool rain and the red began to melt away, the inferno cooled, and all at once in an explosion of rainbow light the pressure gripping her let her go in a single burst that made her gasp in relief. Her energy, now matched to the child's, began to flow, joined with T'than's and in the physical world the two merged bodies of T'than and Cadence fluttered with tiny ripples. The bridge had been built - the child was ready to emerge, and Cadence was certain that she saw T'lana's essence, always so close, begin to rise in her mind's eye and begin to float away on silken currents of brilliant energy.*

GT: # Let her go, Cadence... the future awaits...# *It seemed then that consciousness was not only his, not only hers... but T'lana's as well. She was guiding them both as they too were guiding her towards that new world.

The moment had come!*

~*~

C - *T'than was with her and together they followed the tiny essence upwards through labyrinthine corridors of darkness and through what looked like the rippling surface of water, emerging into blinding light.*

GT: *His body was blind but his mind's eyes witnessed it all. Nothing short of a miracle, the images drove him into a state of awe. Conscious of what was happening, conscious of Cadence's essence mingled with his still - of how together they had succeeded against all odds, he finally let go with a sense of complete and utter peace, making it seem as though he was lighter than a feather. Slowly he felt himself drift away as every sparkle succumbed to the effects of gravity and slowly dripped from Cadence's body to lay once more between the chair and her.*

C - *Cadence opened her eyes and looked around, disoriented. She was in the medical bay, the pod comfortably surrounding her, and securely held in T'than's embrace. The last thing that she remembered, she had been in terrible pain, calling out to T'than to help them and then... colors, light, feelings and then she had opened her eyes and was looking down at her belly, and the small and glowing infant who lay curled upon it.* Oh my God...

Jor: *He and the other two Taelons had watched, awestruck, as their two patients melded into one, their bodies moving through the color spectrum with such rapidity that it was difficult to register even with their Taelon eyes. Then a cry had filled the room, an explosion of particles, and the child had emerged, her light outshining that of her parents, who were now individuals again. All three physicians walked over, two maintaining a respectful distance while Jor'rel knelt before all three of his patients.*

C - *Cadence was lost in the sight of the perfect little Taelon life she now beheld; a perfectly formed body rushing with pink and blue energy light. Suddenly a tiny leg stretched, followed by a slender arm, tiny transparent fingers reaching out for her.*

Jor: You must both touch your baby; she will sample your DNA and take on the appearance that she will have for the rest of her life. 

GT: *It seemed his arms were so heavy, as though they refused to abandon the warmth of Cadence's body, which they held still as though afraid she would slip away and shatter... and along with her, the tiny form that had taken shape. So, this was how it happened. Life. He knew what he had to do, knew it in his gut, but somehow he felt that he would pollute such a perfect being even by simply touching it... Jor'rel's voice, so distant to him that it seemed ghostly, spoke the words that his mind could not conjure.*

C - *She looked back at T'than, amazement giving her face an inner glow, along with her intermittent blushing. Their hands were joined, reaching forward to touch and caress their baby, who squirmed and grabbed at their fingers in response, and she was now giving utterance to little whimpering cries.*

GT: *He was being summoned. Beckoned. What was unity in his and Cadence's essence had taken shape and needed only one last gesture of togetherness to make it complete. Every fear was erased once his fingers finally brushed against the soft skin of the infant. She did not break... but merely blushed ever so softly and he read nothing short of delight coming from T'lana... and from Cadence.*

C - *She and T'than caressed over her body gently and all at once, the brightness of T'lana's inner being vanished, replaced by alabaster skin and Cadence smiled when she noted the light spotting over her temples and eyeridge, so like T'than's.

Gently she was lifted by Jor'rel and placed into Cadence's awaiting arms. The pod changed configuration into a bed and moved them into a comfortable sitting position and with a little help Cadence turned slightly so she could see T'than better, and so that he could see... his living child.*

GT: *Movement from a fourth party brought him back from his dreamy world with a pang of alarm. All was well though, he knew it instantly. His eyes shifted from the newly born being to Jor'rel's face for a mere fraction of a second. Enough for him to recognize the healer and decide that his proximity was accepted. The form of T'lana, so fragile and so tiny, the living fulfillment of a lifetime waiting for hope to show itself so he could believe it. In a world of black and white, there was now a new reigning rainbow as vivid as Cadence's.*

C - *She looked at him with misty eyes and rested T'lana into his arms. Little eyes struggled to open and tiny limbs flailed.* T'than... oh T'than... isn't she... beautiful?

GT: *The Taelon was hypnotized, but still his eyes moved to Cadence, then back to the child, then back to Cadence, and finally the smile that would have stretched his lips, glowed instead in the blueness of his eyes.* Perfection... *he let his finger draw a few lines over T'lana's hand; the child reached for the imaginary shape, drawing it in the air with little clumsy movements.* T'lana... *T'than looked back at Cadence.* We won. *he whispered to her.* We tricked our fate, and we won Cadence...

C - *She smiled, nearly glowing, but before she could reply, Jor'rel was leaning forward to take the baby from T'than. She looked up at him, apprehension clear on her features and she saw T'than look instantly hostile, the healer's gentle expression allowing her mate to quell the blue fire in his eyes and look guarded instead.*

GT: *Despite being tired and having exhausted all of the reserves Jor'rel had offered him as well as a good deal of his own energy, there was no visible trace of it in his features once Jor'rel moved closer. The look on his face went from complete awe to a blazing warning as quickly as it took his eyes to focus on the healer.* What do you want? 

Jor: I must take her for a moment; it is imperative that her health be ascertained to my satisfaction, and yours. 

GT: I could easily tell you everything is well with her. I can feel it. *there was a pause. The healer's arms remained stretched as he waited.* Very well. *T'than glanced down at the child in his arms. She did not appear to be frightened when he lifted her so that Jor'rel could easily take her into his arms. But despite his acquiescence, there was a warning on his face. He was more than ready to rise from that chair and strike at the minimum sign of danger.*

Jor: *Taking the infant he turned to his two assistants who took this as their opportunity to view her as she lay in Jor'rel's arms. Their faces wore expressions that teetered somewhere between awe and disbelief and Jor'rel understood completely. He was certain that he looked the same.*

GT: *There was a sudden tension in his limbs - something imperceptible to the onlooker, though perhaps not to Cadence. She was quite distracted though, observing all that was happening in the room with T'lana... but the Commonality was back with its many whispering voices that the cries, both mental and physical, had at some point silenced. T'than had not even noticed it before; he had not missed it either. Only now that it was back did he realise he had been in silence for hours. But these were curious voices... a message that T'than tracked down to the Taelons in the room. So far... all was well. There was doubt yes, there was fear for certain... apprehension as well... but also joy and hope, the latest being the best amongst all the sensations T'than was receiving.*

Jor: *He laid the squirming child on a table that was covered with a blanket and he and the others began scanning her, taking readings of her energy as well as making note of its flow through her tiny pathways. She was relatively quiet until one of the other healers placed his cold hand just beneath her shoulders to move her slightly. Her tiny, high-pitched wail echoed in the room, frightening her and making her cry more sharply. All of that freedom and openness was a dramatic change from the snug warmth of the womb she had so recently inhabited and she was making her distress known to all.*

GT: *A cry... A Taelon baby would seldom cry... and a Taelon parent would immediately recognise it as a sign of true danger. T'than would have jumped out of the bed had it not been for Cadence's voice reminding him that after all, T'lana was also partially a human, and Cadence was very given to loudly expressing her feelings when displeased.*

C - Please be careful with her! *Cadence said, her own distress clear, and she noted that, like T'than, she could feel T'lana's emotional state as well, even more clearly than before she had been born. She imagined that T'than's link would be no less intrinsic with his child, and that he must also be feeling her fear. *

GT: Jor'rel... it is needless to state that whatever pain or fear you inflict upon my child, I will return in tenfold... 

Jor: I understand, T'than. * His tone was casual as he conveyed how unthreatened he felt. He looked back at the two concerned parents and nodded finally.* Just another moment please; we have nearly completed the exam. *He noted that Cadence was blushing rhythmically; her body was adjusting her energy signature back to its norm, painlessly.*

C - *She looked at T'than, pouting, unhappy, wanting the child back with them on her demand. She was keenly aware of the separation. In the span of a few moments, she had truly become a mother.* T'than, can't you tell Jor'rel to hurry up? Does he have to do all of this now?

GT: I believe Jor'rel has found in T'lana a new source of entertainment. *his voice was sarcastic and just loud enough for Jor'rel to hear. T'than paused to gather his temper.* But he is not dangerous. *he whispered to Cadence. The General had grown to trust the healer to some extent. After all, his aid had been crucial in their survival. T'than knew how to acknowledge that, without Jor'rel, it was quite possible that they would have all perished in that room.* He knows better than to try anything... *he moved his eyes from the working Taelons to Cadence. She appeared well, her human frame so fragile. Her aura was weak too, but steady. Absentmindedly his hand reached for the sheet that had fallen off of her during the birth.*

C - *She was watching Jor'rel intently, though she was only able to see the back of his shiny bald head and only glimpses of the other two Taelons as they moved around the circumference of the small table from which her baby's cries were emanating. A sheet was gently wrapped around her and she realized that she was still nude, and that she had been shivering and rubbing her arms vigorously.

Finally, Jor'rel wrapped T'lana in a blanket and brought her back to them. All that Cadence could see above the blanket were small hands that were balled into fists flailing, and blushing! Her frustrated cries sounded so pitiful that Cadence could have cried!*

Jor: Here she is Cadence. *he smiled and looked from her to T'than* All of the scans are normal; T'lana is strong, healthy, and from the sound of things, hungry. 

GT: *He placed a small kiss behind Cadence's ear, careful to be quite subtle about it. He was eager to get away from that room and take both mother and child to safety; back to his quarters where he did not have to answer to anyone, not even Jor'rel* If all is well, then I believe you should aid us in going back to our chambers. They have to rest... 

Jor: I am afraid that I cannot release you yet, but I have a room prepared where you will all be very comfortable, guarded and away from any disturbance. You will be able to return to your chambers within a few days. 

GT: *Only the scene happening before his eyes prevented him from refuting Jor'rel's... advice. It was quite the prize to see his mate holding their child in her arms. T'lana was also at ease again, and that transpired to him, at once soothing his ill temper. The child was a sight to behold with her mother's looks and the ethereal luminescence of a Taelon. A perfect union.*

C - *She looked down at the child and watched, amazed, as she opened her eyes. They were beautiful! Glowing like Taelon eyes but the blue had been tainted with some green. It was the prettiest and most luminous turquoise that Cadence had ever seen, and she smiled, answering T'than's comments of earlier.* You were right...
We won.
Book Twelve
Part Three
From Which I Cannot Awaken
*Naor'rin's green eyes focused beyond the strands of black hair that partially covered her face. Closer to the door was a tray with food, but like most of the other times, she was not the least tempted to reach for it. The odor that filled her nostrils gave her nausea... but that was maybe because her stomach had been empty for so long that it was that desperate for food.
 
She couldn't bear to swallow though. She had tried, when she had first regained clarity of mind. Now she was not so sure she wanted it. Back in the dark, yelling at all the demons, but still knowing they would always be controlled by her, felt much safer. She had found ways to destroy the ghosts in her mind when they came out of the deep to attack her, and maybe that false sense of security had brought her back... back into a reality where control was no longer hers.
 
Except the control over her will to live. That was close to nothing. The being sitting in that cell, in the same corner as always, was hopeless, sick in soul and in body. Her muscles left her no peace, for they were sometimes gripped by cramps that stole the only sounds that exited from that cell. A few moans of anguish, clearly muffled as much as she could manage. It was not nourishment they needed... not the kind that lay cold on the tray still before her.
 
It was akin to deprivation; moments of clarity, others of complete delusion. It was like suffering withdrawal from the strongest of drugs. And perhaps that was precisely what ailed her. She no longer knew what love was, and love had been her drug... distorting the truth before her eyes, turning the dark into a rainbow of colors, making her live a dream that in her right mind she should have known could never be.
 
But finally, Zo'or had shaken her back to reality... pushed her onto the ground to make the physical pain awaken her from that long dream.
 
Her stomach complained at last, convulsing inside her and making her want to throw up. She turned her face away from the food and faced the wall, her muscles complaining about such a simple effort. How long had it been? Naor'rin could not place herself in time. Most earth prisoners would draw lines on the walls to count the days, or the weeks... She had not the blessing of seeing the sun rise and fall; all was dimness in the room, and as such it would remain. But perhaps the most important question was, how long would it take?
 
Her Jaridian body should have started to fail by now. But despite being erratic, her heartbeat was steady and it continuously drummed in her ears. The air still filled her lungs in its own tempo even when she tried to hold her breath. Her body's instincts of survival were too great, even for her... she wished then to have gained some qualities of the Taelons. To die when they wished to die. That was such a gift when there were no weapons at her disposal.
 
There was another cramp, in her stomach, making her body shudder. Her mouth watered despite her dehydration, but this time it persisted, going down to her abdomen, spreading outward like it sometimes did, leeching away energy from her muscles, making them tense and aching. And then the fever... she knew the fever would come for a while, only to be gone. But that was actually good... one step closer; another breeze that shook the candle's flame and brought it a little closer to letting the dark reign again. Let it reign forever...
 
It did come... for a moment when she closed her eyes. And then, in the distance, she heard them... steps... someone coming. Someone coming from the outside world. Someone coming to see her...

Sc: *He stepped into the dim light that emanated from the small cell, his blue eyes blinking more in curiosity than in pity. It was a rather foreign reaction from one such as Sc'orr, who was renowned for his compassion and kindness, but the Taelon composed his features quickly into something she should be more familiar with just as he spoke her name.* Naor'rin...
 
N: *There was someone there. She knew it, but did not turn to see who it was. Then there was a voice... she was prepared to hear so many, but not that one in particular. It was not the one of her oppressor; not Zo'or, whom she would have betted her death on the chances of it being him to finally step into the doorway of her cell. No... against all odds, it was Sc'orr. Still she did not turn to face him. Above relief, she felt shame, and above that shame lay mistrust of all Taelons, a sentiment she had made herself feed for the sake of her sanity. So instead she recoiled, wishing he would have never come to make her realise the extent of the damage.*

Sc: *She looked nothing like the elegant woman he knew she had once been; her robe was tattered and wrinkled from being worn since her imprisonment had begun. He knew she had refused the garments they had brought her - she refused to acknowledge her status as the prisoner she now was.*
 
N: Go... away... *her voice sounded so unlike itself. It was hoarse, guttural, the vocal chords stiff perhaps for lack of using them. Her throat ached and it was painfully tight and dry.

Sc: *Waving down the barrier he stepped inside and knelt down before her, peeking through the tangled strands of black hair that shrouded a face that, despite its agonized torment, still bore much of its original beauty. When she did not look at him he lifted her chin, and keeping his voice soft, said,* I have come to remove you from this place Naor'rin. 
 
N: *Pale green eyes turned in their orbits to focus on his face. She couldn't bear the eye contact though, so they quickly fell down to instead look away from him. His touch on her skin burned... her stomach protested again stealing a slight gasp from her.*
 
Sc: A few weeks after you were brought before the Synod I became concerned over your disappearance. I was eventually able to... convince... Zo'or to tell me where you were. He was wrong to put you here, in this place. *He tilted his head and looked into her eyes sympathetically.* Please Naor'rin, please come with me. Let me take you from this place and keep you safe. If Zo'or dares come near you... I will kill him.
 
N: *She shuddered and pulled away from his touch.* If you really wish to help me... then help me move on. 

Sc: I am here to help you move on - we will leave and you can return to your freedom.

N: *Her green eyes had been instantly drawn to his blue ones. It was strange to hear herself whisper. It actually hurt her ears, which had become accustomed to hearing only the soft hums coming from the ship, or the sounds that seldom left her own lips.* Sc'orr... there is nothing left for me out there. Fate saw to that... Zo'or saw to that. *was that anger still living in her heart? Her voice had been bitter when those last words had been issued. But why was it that his presence seemed to stir her system? Her palms were burning, her heartbeat had accelerated. It was a sort of desire, but it was not sexual. Sc'orr... the energy pulsing in his pathways...
 
The thought made her muscles tense painfully. Her hunger was back, greater than ever.* Please... make it stop!

Sc: *He took her by the upper arms and shook her lightly.* Naor'rin! Stop. You are not helping anyone, least of all yourself, by behaving this way. Dying will not bring you peace and would only give Zo'or satisfaction. Now, get hold of yourself, *he said as he rose slowly, pulling her with him. One hand brushed her hair out of her face. The other never let go of her, helping to steady her balance.* Much has changed during your incarceration.  

N: *There was fright in her eyes for a moment, but it was quickly gone, replaced by the emptiness of her dark pupils' expansion.* Zo'or... had he wanted me dead he would not have kept me here all this time. *it dawned on her then, that she had not idea how long it had actually been. She remembered vaguely what had come after the interrogation. Trying to figure out her last memory though brought T'than's face to her mind, his last words... and the other Taelon's cold touch on her skin. She grabbed her robes together as if she were once again before them, but the sound of Sc'orr's voice brought her back.* How long... how long has it been since...?

Sc: Two months, *he said as he shook his head* You have been here for just over two months. *He looked over the tiny shower stall in one corner* I am going to leave you for a few moments and procure you garments. *He looked down at her partially exposed body that peeked from the tatters of her outer robe. It was the only thing she wore.* You cannot go out of here dressed like that. While I am gone, avail yourself of the shower - it will help to relax you. 
 
N: *The shower cabinet... she had seldom used it since her incarceration. Zo'or had seen to it that the most basic of her physical needs were met, but during her mild insanity she had vowed to deny such comforts. But this time she listened, her eyes turning to the small cubicle in the other corner of the room. She nodded her acquiescence and stepped slightly away from him, holding her balance against all odds. Just then a question popped to her mind, triggered by the knowledge of the duration of her imprisonment. Two months... it had been two months... but then, that meant that... # the baby...#; it was perhaps the only thing that mattered to her from the outside world* Sc'orr... Cadence... the child... 
 
Sc: *He was just about to turn and exit the room when she spoke. He paused momentarily before turning and looking back at her.* Cadence... and her child. They are among some of the changes I need to tell you about... and I will, when you are refreshed. *There was foreboding in his tone and look. He turned away and soon he was rounding the corner at the far end of the corridor. However, he had not left the barrier down; Naor'rin was still a captive. His captive.*
 
N: *She swallowed reflexively. His tone; his body language, they left her preoccupied. But they kept her mind entertained and gave her a reason to bathe. The cold water on her skin was bliss! It was a relief such as she had not allowed herself to feel for quite some time. For awhile she just stood there, the water running over her head, her shoulders, caressing her skin in its most private areas. The old dirty rags lay just by the shower's door, scattered as if forgotten. But her eyes still fell on them when she finally finished... She stepped out, stark naked, her fingers combing her long hair gently. It was full of knots from the time that it had been left unattended, and longer too, practically covering her buttocks. Her muscles were unbelievably sore and unresponsive. It took her a while to reach the bed. There were no sheets in which to drape herself. She just let her skin dry off on its own as she waited for Sc'orr to come back.
 
Her heart skipped a beat when the flash of a thought teased her that he might not come back. Was she still willing to live after all?! Her eyes fell again on the tray with food. There was an apple there, and she decided to reach for it. The flavor was strong and acid. Her mouth watered incredibly when she took the first bite. Her stomach complained again and it hurt, but Naor'rin ignored it. She was finishing her light meal when she heard a noise. Her eyes quickly sought for its origin, and found Sc'orr by the door.*

Sc: *She looked like some exotic, wild thing, her skin still moist from her shower, her hair long and unkempt, allowing glimpses of her lithe body to shine through in copper patches. Somehow the lack of grooming looked right on her - made her sexy and most appealing. Sc'orr eyed her unabashedly and his fingers were stroking the material of the clothing held in his arms. Waving down the barrier he walked in, Taelon eyes never wavering from her and he stood almost too close, within the small perimeter of her personal space.* Here, I believe these will do. 

 N: *She set the heart of the apple on the cold hard cot-like bed and reached for the clothing, much like the starving and suspicious animal would for a piece of meat. There was no sudden movement though. Her fingers walked over the material as she held it against her chest, hoping it would shield her from his intensive stare. Not for a moment she stopped looking at him. She recognized the tension in the air and it made her feel quite ill at ease.*
 
Sc: They are plain, but for now it would be better that you not flaunt yourself...things being as they are. *He did not elaborate on those words. As if realizing that his demeanor was questionable when he saw her watching him, watching her, he turned away, his voice now its normal and soothing calm.* Forgive me Naor'rin - I do not mean to be rude but... I had believed that I would never see you again. *He hoped she did not notice the tremor in his voice.* I will wait outside. Please join me in the corridor when you are dressed.
 
N: *It was hard to relax, but she forced herself to. Old habits die hard, and as a diplomat that she used to be, she was quite trained in displaying the body language that would better suit negotiation. And in that instance, it meant to lower her defenses somewhat. Though in a sense, it was a little more than that. Naor'rin felt relief. It was just an ant of a feeling compared to the monstrosity of her fear drives suspicion, but still, it was a seed most hopeful to grow.
 
She watched him leave the room, this time being the one to stare and to not to be able to hide the hint of emotion from her eyes. She had never believed to see a friend ever again either. Yet... he was there. He was there to take her from that place.
 
It did not take her much time to get into the clothes he had given her. It was nothing like the feminine clothes she used to wear, that clad to her figures as perfectly as if made of liquid cloth. The jumpsuit was dark grey, cut from a somewhat sparkly material. She wore her hair lose, and it was beginning to dry out and show off its incredible shine again. Its length allowed it to remain behind her shoulders, leaving her features to show, as well as her deep green eyes. The boots made little sound as she walked to and beyond the cell's door. He was waiting outside, as he said he would be.*

Sc: *The corners of his mouth turned up when she came and stood beside him and he went to take her arm, thought better of it and beckoned her to follow him. 

N: *The air seemed easier to breathe outside. But she had almost been afraid of stepping out of the cell... in there, she was far away from everything. Far away from the truth and in a sense, free. Free to live in her insanity and forget what had happened. Outside, lay the truth. And per his words... much has changed. Naor'rin was visibly jittery, especially when he made mention to approach her. She had not missed the look in his eyes, and it triggered out the alarm inside her... She followed him closely and silently, ignoring her muscles complaint at being used again after such a long rest.*
 
Sc: *Once out of the little passage he led her to a main artery of foot traffic, and he did take her arm gently when she gasped at what she saw. He spoke comfortingly.* This is why I wanted you to be dressed plainly; Zo'or discovered that the Jaridians were planning to launch a fleet of warships against us. How he came to possess this information is a mystery. 
 
N: *Her jaw had nearly dropped! She blinked several times, to make sure that this was no illusion. And every time her eyes reopened to let in light and shape, she saw them! Saw herself... saw her kin. Sc'orr's words took time to sink in; she barely noticed his touch or that he was pulling her forward. But indeed... that was the only thing from keeping her from fleeing, from recoiling back into her cell and cry out all the misery she thought she could not be made to feel again.* This... this cannot be... our forces... they were superior. I know...
 
Sc: We were able to amass our own fleet and meet them before they were ready. Your people surrendered to us within days. Many were killed, or killed themselves. For those who came with us willingly, we offered them amnesty. *He gestured to the black-clad Jaridians who worked under the supervision of volunteers scattered down the long corridor. Their eyes were downcast as they took their orders and performed the menial tasks given them and around their necks were thin collars embedded with locator sensors.*

N: NO! *she pulled back and away from him. There was an angry fire burning in her green eyes, but more than that, there was disbelief and despair.* We would never surrender! To live free or to die, that is our way! We would never trade it for... *she looked around, her heart feeling crushed* ...slavery!

Sc: It is not slavery Naor'rin, *he said softly* It is mercy. In return for their service, we are providing them with medical care, working on ways of extending their lives. Believe me when I tell you that these people came voluntarily, and that they are grateful to be here. 

N: Grateful? *the word was spoken in a hiss* For this... debasement?!

Sc: *Just then, a female Jaridian cried out; the young male volunteer standing over her had kicked her.* Of course, you can understand that discipline must be maintained. *He looked at Naor'rin, his eyes full of compassion.* Watch, I will prove it to you.

*Sc'orr walked over to the female Jaridian and knelt beside her* What is your name?

Beesha: I am called Beesha, sir. *She kept her eyes down, shivering only slightly when the Taelon lifted her chin and looked into her amber eyes.*

Sc: The volunteer hurt you, did he not?

Be: No sir! I was slow in following my orders. I am sorry! I am grateful to be among you - please don't send me away!

N: *Her legs dragged her slowly, and she walked as if hypnotized after Sc'orr. Absentmindedly, her hand had risen to her chest and it was clasping at her jumpsuit as though it could prevent her racing heart from escaping her chest. Her eyes were burning... burning with tears that would not fall. No, this couldn't have happened...*

Sc: Of course we will not send you away. I just wished to ascertain if you are contented living among us.

Be: Yes sir. It is a much better life than the one I came from. I now live in peace, and the Taelons are helping my daughter and I, and we will live longer and fulfilled lives. *Her voice trembled with its fervor, and Sc'orr smiled and touched her face before returning to stand with Naor'rin.

Sc: Do you see? Your people have realized what is best for them Naor'rin. *He smiled softly down at her.* The war is over. In the future they will not be locked into menial service, you have my word. This is merely a temporary situation.

N: *She watched as the Jaridian rose, and submissively returned to what she was working on. Her eyes turned to the male volunteer who had aggressed her, and Naor'rin did not miss the contempt in his eyes. She was deeply shocked... but she understood, to some extent, the reason why that woman had broken. Naor'rin, as a mother, would have done everything to save her child.* Temporary as it may be... *she looked away, unable to take in that soul-demeaning sight for much longer* it is cruel. To show mercy would have been to let us die in combat, to keep our ways and our honor intact. But this... this survival without pride is shameful! *her green eyes were pleading, her tone quivering* How could you take me from my cell only to see this?! I would have preferred to die believing in glory than to have to witness this! *she did not care if her voice had been raised - if all the eyes in the room were turned to her - if she recognized pity in the other Jaridians' eyes when they looked her way.*

Sc: I showed you this because I know that you are not the type to shy away from the truth, no matter how unpleasant it might be. As far as mercy goes though, perhaps *you* would have wanted death, but as you have heard, not everyone shares your wish to rush into its arms. *His voice had become harsh but he quickly quelled the anger in his tone.*
 
N: *Feeling like her chest was about to burst, Naor'rin ran past Sc'orr and down the hallway. Her path was quickly barred by two hulk-like volunteers who easily succeeded in grabbing her arms and turning her about. Her struggling to break free did little good; in fact, it only served the purpose of letting her know the intense pain of cramps in her legs and her arms. She looked at Sc'orr, almost defiantly.* Let go of me! *the recipient of those words was unclear. The volunteers were the ones holding her, but Sc'orr was the one with the power to make them listen.* Is this what you call living in peace?

Sc: *His voice was unnervingly calm.* Things are not perfect I admit, but I have also told you that this situation is a temporary one. *He looked over her shoulder at the male and female volunteers who held her.* You may release her.

Male Officer: Sir, she openly fled from you - a definite infraction. She needs to be taken to the training deck for obedience reinforcement.

N: *She growled lowly, perhaps under the human's hearing range, but her eyes gleamed with anger.*

Sc: I accept all responsibility for this one, Volunteer. She will cause no further trouble, will you Naor'rin? *His eyes imparted so much, pleading with her not to start anymore trouble, and he smiled when she nodded.* Do you see? She just did not understand.

Female Officer: She needs to be collared - the rules are clear - no Jaridians may be on the decks without being properly collared.

Sc: And I do not need you to cite the rules to me. I helped create them. *His eyes flicked to her warily but then he composed himself.* Very well - collar her. *He watched, unaware that his gaze was anticipatory as he watched as Naor'rin's hair was lifted and the slim, black collar snapped around her vulnerable throat. The woman officer chuckled once and patted the Jaridian on her head before releasing her finally.*

Female Officer: That's a good Jaridian.

Sc: Yes, she is a good girl. My good girl. *He smiled at them and they relaxed as he led her away, his hand almost touching the curve of her buttocks.*
 
N: *The hands let go of her at last.* We'll talk later, you alien bitch. *the tone was corrosive as acid, but she decided to ignore the threat coming from the human, and especially the daring lingering of his hand on her waist and buttocks. She had to, in order to remain standing on her trembling legs. Her chest was heaving; the air expired through her mouth playing with the wisps of hair that had fallen over her face. With her hand, Naor'rin pulled the bangs away from her face so that the Taelon could see it fully* Take me away from here... take me away from here now before I do something _we'll_ regret. *Guilt... guilt was crushing her! She did not miss the hint in Sc'orr's speech... Somehow, Zo'or had known... somehow... T'than had extracted much information from her during the torture, but... not in such in-depth detail. That could only mean... it could only mean that she had been the vessel of the destruction of her people... it could only mean that her brother and his mate, and also their child were probably dead, or worse...*

Sc: *He noted that she was deep in thought and fingering her collar and he called to her, bringing her back to full awareness.* Naor'rin, I apologize about the collar, however it is the law... for now. 
 
N: Law? *she hissed, her voice trembling with repressed anger. Her eyes darted to the side, as if trying to catch a glimpse of the two volunteers who had seized her and her fingers moved nervously over the collar as if it burned in her neck.* What kind of law gives them the right to speak to me in such a manner? *for indeed, only two months ago they would have had to obey her orders. But that time was long gone - it seemed to her then, that a lifetime had passed. And in a way, it had!* Add a leash to these collars and you shall have us turned into exotic pets! 
 
Sc: *smile* Zo'or has told the humans that Jaridians are not much more than wild beasts, lacking intelligence and that the only way to achieve coexistence is to tame them and to make them obey. But I assure you that I am petitioning to give them rights, and trying to educate humanity about your kind. Soon your kind will stand alongside the humans as equals.
 
N: *That rendered her speechless... there was no possible comment to such an atrocity! They were further ahead on the evolutionary ladder. Their technology placed them well above humans, even if their genetic problems were somewhat of a setback. Still, her species had existed long before the humans, and their ways had been honorable. To be treated like that, diminished in their condition as sentient beings of high intelligence was... an abomination!!! She could barely control her temper. Her fists were clenched by her side, the shaqaravah menacing to burn in her palms...*

Sc: *He looked away from her, his hands fluttering uncharacteristically.* Of course they will not be equal to Taelons... but nor are humans. *He looked back to her* There is only so much that can be achieved Naor'rin and I am doing all that is possible at the moment.
 
N: How could you stand for such an injustice? Taelons have only come so far because of your deceiving ways! And if not for the humans, you would be doomed to die - a barren species slowly fading into oblivion! *that is... if Cadence had succeeded in giving birth to a healthy child. Naor'rin had long ago lost track of the girl's evolution, all thanks to T'than... and Zo'or.*

Sc: Do you wish to stand here and argue or do you want to come with me? There are still things that I must show you... unpleasant things but... things you must know.
 
N: *In a blink the anger was gone from her eyes, replaced with worry. Images of her brother came back to her mind. What would Sc'orr show her next? Could it be related to her family? A family that for all she knew had been destroyed... destroyed by Zo'or. He had finished what he had started after all. First, it had been her parents when he had used the cannon shooting energy from Earth's core against the Jaridian fleet. And now her brother... her nephew... Naor'rin felt her legs tremble underneath her weight and that of her worry.* Don't play games with me. *she whispered softly* However terrible, I need to know the truth.

Sc: *They walked until they arrived at the medical bay and Sc'orr waved open the door and they stepped inside. All appeared normal - it was a typical medical wing with patients being cared for by doctors and nurses but they did not stop there. Sc'orr led her down a long, dark corridor which ended with a large door guarded by two hefty volunteers. He took her arm and turned her to him.* I need your word Naor’rin that no matter what you see inside, that you will not interfere - not start trouble. My influence can only protect you so far, and if you disobey me you will be killed, no questions asked. 

N: I am not afraid to die Sc'orr... *her eyes gleamed as they focused in his. Somehow... there was a sparkle of hatred growing for another one that she had once loved*
 
Sc: You should be afraid. *his eyes moved to the door*...You may be spared death, and made to become a permanent resident in there, and I promise you that in such a case, you would spend your every surviving hour begging for the "mercy" you so eloquently spoke of earlier.
 
N: *For a moment her eyes turned to behold the door. What could be worse than slavery? Despite the collar, she did not feel at all like a submissive pet. Quite on the contrary; if they tried to subdue her, she would take her own life at the first chance given to her. Still... there was something to his tone that was intimidating, more so than a simple warning.* You said so yourself, if Zo'or tried to touch me, you would kill him. And you did help create the rules... So if it is up to you, my friend  *there was doubt and a test to that word* I do not think I have to worry about a destiny worse than death itself, do I? *She pulled away from him somewhat. His proximity was unsettling her* I can promise that I will try to control my temper, as I have done so far. But know it is not because of fear that I acquiesce... *she turned to the door in front of which they had halted* Show me.

Sc: Your arrogance does not serve you well Naor'rin, *he said as he pulled her back near him.* I would kill Zo'or if he had dared hurt you further in the cell, however what lies behind that door is Zo'or's domain; I have no authority there. 

N: *She looked sideways at him, her attitude one that denoted a certain hint of arrogance still. In truth, arrogance was the only shield she could find to cast away all the creeping fear and shock at what she had seen so far. Time was not in her favour as as the seconds passed she felt upon the constant threat of loss of control upon her. Her eyes sparkled with the fury of a beast.* My pride is all that seems to be left, Sc'orr. I will not see it taken from me. 
 
Sc: *He turned her roughly to face him.* Now is not the time for posturing. Be a silent observer and you will survive, if not then... *He turned, letting his words fall off as he keyed a code into the door. Once inside they were met by two large volunteers who guarded yet another door, this one armored and shielded by a forcefield, which they disengaged when they saw the Taelon. A draft of cold and antiseptic air assaulted them as the large door slid aside. Neither the Taelon or the Jaridian noticed the expressions on the officers faces - predatory and eager as they moved over the curvaceous body that retreated before the door moved back into place.*

N: *She felt the cold hit her back. For a moment, she glared into Sc'orr's eyes, subconsciously thankful that she had not turned yet. In her gut, Naor'rin foresaw anguish. The animal part in her was more alert than it had been in many months, perhaps even years. Her muscles strained against Sc'orr's grip as if to discourage him from holding her anymore as the expression on her face was clearly meant to demand her release.*

Sc: *Sc'orr took Naor'rin by the arm and made sure she did not move ahead of him down the long, empty corridor. Eventually they came to a juncture where the corridor split and continued in two different directions.* Stay close,* he whispered into her ear and took the left corridor.* and no matter what, remain calm. *Suddenly the walls to their left became clear - windows into torment. In one room a Jaridian male lay prone and restrained to a table. Two Taelons worked in silent efficiency over his head. The top of his skull had been removed and they were in the process of gently lifting his brain and placing it into a container full of frothy, yellow liquid. Sc'orr felt her shudder and pulled her so her body touched his.* Zo'or's... medical research. He wants to study how your brains work, to see how you think - where that warrior instinct stems from.
 
N: *She had felt it up to some point. Indeed, the only thing guiding her steps down the corridor instead of in the opposite direction had been Sc'orr's guidance. Her chest seemed to be crushed underneath a heavy rock, making it hard even for her heart to beat. She kept her chin up though, letting her strength feed on her pride as well. But what she saw, she could not have pictured in her worst nightmares. She had to repress a gasp and immediately her stomach twisted painfully, nearly forcing her to throw up the little food she had eaten. But after that first reaction wore off, all that it left in its trail was anger... anger and despair such as she had never felt. 
 
Her body was stiff as stone against Sc'orr's, the temperature of her skin shooting up several degrees in mere seconds. But as this new solidity and apparent strength fueled her, Naor'rin had to fight off the impulse of turning and seeking comfort in his arms.* How could you allow this... *her eyes were glued to the figure laying prone, dead... his body tampered with, desecrated, without even having been allowed to become cinders, consumed by the fire of its warrior passion* Zo'or I always knew to be a lurking monster, but you... *that sounded no louder than a hiss.* The Synod could have stopped this... *her eyes moved to the two Taelons then, murderous, her thoughts full of a promise of death as they drew in every line and feature.*

Sc: We cannot talk here! *he hissed and pulled her further on down the hall to another room behind glass. Within were four human males, blank-eyed and pale. One sat against a wall, openmouthed and drooling. The other three walked around aimlessly, many times into the walls or each other, sometimes hitting each other with ill-aimed blows. Unlike the Jaridian, Sc'orr did not jump back when one large man ran toward the window, and them.* They cannot see us. These chambers can only be viewed from the outside.

N: *Her heart jumped into her throat and it seemed that only a miracle kept it from going farther than that. She could not pity him though... the humans... Maybe Ha'thor had been right all along. They were all deserving of death. With a snide smirk she faced Sc'orr* I thought the humans were your allies... Or did these insignificant four give you some kind of trouble?

Sc: Zo'or thought he could circumvent nature by giving the humans Jaridian strength and warlike tendencies, but without the disadvantages of your metabolism. *He pointed to the back of one man's head; just under the stubble of newly growing hair, a large, long scar was visible bisecting his skull.* Those of your kind who would not surrender and whom we were fortunate enough to capture alive - the warriors, were used in our...Zo'or's, experiments. Their brains were removed and placed into these humans. However we have not been able to integrate the Jaridian brain into a human body.
 
N: *She found herself taking several steps back absently. Only the coldness of the wall against her back seemed to reawaken her. No, that couldn't be. It was even too cruel a plan for Zo'or. His dark machinations surely could not ascend to such a degree of horror!* WHAT? *she yelled, unable to restrain her voice* This is a monstrosity! Even for your people, this... *her eyes were on the four creatures that she did not even know how to define* How could you? We are not toys for you to play with! Life is not yours to manipulate in such a manner...  DEATH is sacrosanct!  MY PEOPLE deserve respect! *every fiber of her being was being ravished by the starving beast of a feeling far too strong to be put to words*

Sc: *His eyes flashed icily* We offered your people a choice! Surrender and live with us in peace, or suffer the consequences. Some continued to fight us. They knew the risks! There is nothing to be done for them now. Those who are still alive, belong to Zo'or.
 
N: NO! My kind is not something you can own! *her tone darkened*  I_ don't belong to Zo'or, I never did! *she approached the glass* This his revenge on me, isn't it? *her eyes were empty but for the anger that sprouted from her guilt* If it was me he meant to hurt for my betrayal, why then did he bring this upon innocents?! He knew enough of what Jaridians are through me! I gave him all that I could, and more than I had to give. *The thought flashed in her mind; If she had somehow brought this upon her people... then maybe, to give her spirit some sort of rest in the void, she would have to make wrong into right. And there was only one way that her mind could conceive in accomplishing that. Revenge... Revenge on Zo'or. To pay him back in the same manner.* This is not peace, this is torture, and you all know it and relish on it!

Sc: I prefer to think of it as...a necessary evil. *He looked down for a moment, but then at her when she continued, but even the harshness of her tone did not deter him from reaching out to gently stroke her arm.*
 
N: The Kimera were wrong all along. There is no hope for the Taelon species, no effort worth making to see you change into the guardians of other species. You destroy everything you lay your paws on! *just then she noticed he was touching her and moved away in clear disgust*

Sc: *He dropped his hands to his sides immediately, stepping back from her.* I am sorry you feel that way. *He moved to a small and empty chamber further down the corridor, making sure that she was following him. Once they were both inside he sealed the door, assuring them privacy.* The corridors out there may be monitored. It is best that we continue this discussion here. Now, listen to me - while I am still a member of the Synod, my powers of authority have been greatly diminished - much like what happened to T'than after his trial, before Zo'or... *He stopped in mid-sentence, too abruptly.*

N: *This time, she was eager to follow, as each step took her away from a horror that Naor'rin preferred to avoid. The image of the crimes committed against her species was printed just behind her lids. A mere blink was enough to make her fear the sudden darkness and all the beasts that crept from its midst. With slow, panther-like steps she followed gracefully behind him. Her eyes scanned the room before she stepped in, as if to make sure there would be no more surprises on that journey through a bitter truth. Keeping a safe distance, she listened. The issuing of T'than's name was enough to make her blood boil* What of T'than? *he had spiked her curiosity, not by what his words meant, but by the tone in his voice and his body language*

Sc: T'than is...an issue I will discuss shortly. For now, please sit and allow me to finish. *He sat down and rested his hands on a silver table. It was not an attractive piece - it was medical, sterile, utilitarian. He ushered to an uncomfortable looking chair identical to the one he sat in and waited for her to sit.* After our victory over your people, Zo'or convened the Synod to discuss instituting all of the things you have seen thus far, including persuasive arguments about old Taelon power and glory that the more conservative of our elected could not deny as... appealing. 
 
N: *She snorted, but did not interrupt him. He was merely confirming all the conclusions she had made herself. Zo'or could never have done it all alone. The Synod still had much to say, and obviously they had eagerly agreed*
 
Sc: T'than had proven this point by his interrogation and torture of you - it was due to that and what was learned during it that led the Taelons to ultimate victory; they could not resist repeating it again with the captured of your kind. You say that I allowed it, but I did not. When I voted against him, Zo'or chose to make an example of me. He had never agreed with my reinstatement in the first place. My authoritative powers were reduced and I am a Synod member virtually in name alone. When the few others who might have supported me saw that Zo'or had become essentially a tyrant, as well as the consequences of speaking against him, they decided to side with the majority and agree to his new mandates denying the Jaridians any sort of civil rights save for what he has given them thus far.
 
N: Civil rights? *her eyes lit up with green fury* You call slavery, debasement and torture, a civil right? *she sat back, reclining somewhat on the chair but the tension was still noticeable in her.* I know what Zo'or is capable of; how well he is able to put his intelligence in the service of cruelty and still make it all appear cold and merely logical. *she leaned forward then, looking deeply into his eyes.* But you, Sc'orr? For someone who states to be against this outrage, you seem very comfortable seeing to it that Zo'or's amendments are carried through. You even aided him! *she could not hide her disappointment. She had built faith in a limited number of Taelons, Sc'orr being one of them. This... was politics, and weakness.*

Sc: Yes, *he said exasperatedly, a hand striking the cold metal of the table* I wrote the new laws for your people and how they must be treated here - the collars, the obedience training, all of it but I_had_no_choice! If I am to save them - to undo at least some of what Zo'or has done, then I must have power! I have to show my allies that it will be safe to stand with me so we can repeal these measures and give the Jaridians back their freedom again. I told you that their servitude is only temporary, and I shall do my best to see to it that I make good on my word. But...at least for now, they are safe. *His eyes moved to the door* For those here however...there is little hope. As I said, this is Zo'or's domain.
 
N: But you yourself said... you are without power. And Zo'or must know you have gone to take me from the cell by now. If power is what you wish to regain to defend my species, you should have let me rot in that cell Sc'orr. 

Sc: Zo'or is unconcerned that I came for you; after I discovered that you were his prisoner he decided to allow me access. He had already humiliated you as well as your entire race. They are his new playthings now. What is one Jaridian's torment when he can have it from thousands? *He paused and then went on, his voice somber.* I must still attempt to help them...

N: *She sighed heavily, her shoulders lowered as if all the weight of that reality were weighing on them.* You cannot help us. The truth is that an honorable destruction was the only way for my species Sc'orr. Those who survived have already given up their pride, their honor, for another breath ... or they have died, entered the void never to return as new warrior spirits in our children.*she allowed silence to reign for a moment. There was a question burning in her throat. Words that she simply had to issue.* Sc'orr... I had family back home. *she did not even realize that she had uttered that word as a synonym for Jaridia* A brother... *her blood chilled in her veins. What if Zo'or had captured them... what if he had...to get even with her?*

Sc: *He arched an eyeridge* Your family? I am sorry Naor'rin but I do not know what became of them. *He rose and opened a small console in the corner.* But, I can attempt to find out. Do you have a name?
 
N: *She nodded* No'ram. He was my mentor, my older sibling. *and one of the high commanders, but she decided to leave that unrevealed* Zhes'tra was his mate, and they had a son very recently. I believe they meant to call him Turok. I never had the chance to meet him... *her eyes were downcast. Her heart weighed terribly with the anticipation. A part of her wanted to believe that her brother was still alive; and that same part dreaded, for life to a Jaridian in these times was a worse fate than death. Her fingers gripped at the jumpsuit just over thighs. They had wanted that child for so long... it seemed so cruel of life to give them that blessing only to take everything from them... from her kind. There was a beep from the console, then another one, and she realized the computer had finished its research*

Sc: I have the results.
 
N: # Let them be well... let them be lost to the Taelons...# *the thought repeated itself time and time again as she raised her chin to face Sc'orr.* Tell me... *but she could read on his face, the news was not good... Her heart seemed about to explode; the blood in her veins boiled with the same fervor as the tears behind her eyes. Tears of blood.*

Sc: Very well. *He looked at the data once more and then closed the console.* A Taelon warship overtook a Jaridian vessel in the very last days of the conflict. The name of the one commanding it was No'ram. The ship was destroyed, and he was lost. There were however, survivors. 
 
N: *Her eyes closed tightly and she felt the cloth of her jumpsuit give in to her nails. Her brother... dead. But as grief settled in, there was also a tiny hint of relief. He had died an honorable death fighting to the end.* The others? *she managed to half-ask, half-state, her mannerisms and tone the epitome of self-control.*
 
Sc: One was listed as a female named Zhes'tra. She was with an infant, name not filed. This group of survivors, including the two I mentioned, was taken to one of our outposts for processing, and they were to be brought to the Mothership, but the shuttle carrying them exploded en route. We do not know why, though we suspect sabotage, probably during some sort of revolt by the prisoners. I am....so very sorry Naor'rin. *He turned away.* It is unfortunate that some onboard that ship chose not only to deny their children life, but to deny reunion for those who may have had family here.

N: *The tears would not come. She had to accept those losses as a manner of blessing. They had not fallen into the Taelons hands, and so, even though they were no longer on this plane of existence, their spirits would carry on somehow, unscathed. She allowed him to finish and gathered her wits, then her chin rose so Naor'rin could face him.* Reunion? You mean, to suffer the same fate as that poor woman and her child? No... I would not be surprised if Zhes'tra herself would have helped in the destruction of the shuttle. She knew what awaited her; she knew she could not withstand a life of slavery and subject her son to the same fate. *she managed to smile, a creepy, dark smile. It had been a small victory to her kind, in a very twisted sort of way.* They are free now, and away from the reach of your kind's malevolence.

Sc: I am shocked that you would agree with their actions. Your family is dead, by their own hand! If we Taelons are barbarians we are not the only ones to wear the title. 
 
N: *She stood up quickly, making the chair fall back in the process and quickly turned her back on him.* My family took their own life... they did not harvest any other. It was their choice. *she turned to him, her legs taking small languid steps towards Sc'orr.* Taelons have yet to find a way to torment the dead. My family is at peace and not desecrated by you. 

Sc: *He let out a long and heavy breath.*  I cannot deny that I have seen more barbarism from my kind than I had ever hoped to. War is fertile ground for such bitter fruit to spring from. *He smirked, looking nowhere it seemed.* No sooner is T'than banished than others rise up to take his place, and they are worse than he ever was.
 
N: *Those last words puzzled her. Her hatred for T'than had always been nearly as strong as her love for her family, and in that instance, the strength of both emotions collided to make her notice what Sc'orr had just said.* T'than... Banished? *she snorted* I would have believed that after torturing me for information he would have found favour from the Synod. *her smirk was nearly demented* By all accounts, he would be in Heaven carrying out your directives...

Sc: *He smirked* I am sure T'than believed just as you do, but his reasoning was flawed, just like yours. Ever since his trial and subsequent demotion, T'than had struggled to win back his former power and position. His interrogation of you was indeed, a big step toward attaining that, however when he was reinstated to the Synod he forgot that with the position came certain requirements he could not meet. He helped Zo'or achieve victory over the Jaridians, and he agreed to head the department in charge of questioning the more uncooperative of your kind readily enough however... *He stopped and looked at the closed door, and then back at Naor'rin.* I have shown you enough for now Naor'rin. I wanted to be honest with you, about the war, and about this place but...you have witnessed enough tragedy for one day.
 
N: I hardly believe T'than's downfall to be a tragedy. *but the look of bitter enjoyment on her features changed dramatically as the flash of a thought crossed her mind. T'than's picture was not alone in her mind: there was another, younger, lively and innocent. A fragile human being that she had come to know and like. A being she had sworn to help and protect for the sake of it more than that of facing up to T'than.* If T'than is gone... what happened to Cadence... what happened to T'lana?

Sc: *He rose and went to the door, aware that she had spoken and had not followed him. He kept his back to her and allowed his voice to convey a special darkness.* Do not ask about her, or the child. *He turned swiftly to face her* Your memories of Cadence - are they good ones?
 
N: *Her expression was calm as she faced him and nodded solemnly* Last I met with her it was to deliver a crystal containing files on my kind's history. She appeared quite content, though frightened... as any mother to be is.

Sc: Then hold them close and cherish them and do not ask anymore questions about her! 
 
N: *His insisting that she not ask about Cadence only motivated her to do the exact opposite* Why? What are you hiding from me? *she walked forward, fighting the urge to grab his shoulders and shake the answers out of him.* Sc'orr, what has your kind done to her?
 
Sc: *His eyes burned and he looked like he wanted to shake her but instead clenched his hands at his sides, maintaining his distance.* Why must you torment yourself, and me as well, with your insistence? *He put up his hand* No, do not answer. I know why. You see everything I have revealed to you as my failure, despite my arguments to the contrary. I am trying to help your people but very well. If you wish to blame me then you may as well see everything. Come, *he gestured for her to follow him as the door dematerialized again.* Come and witness my ultimate failure.

N: *Could she blame him? For a moment she was struck back... he was perhaps the last anchor to her life as it had been. A last friendly picture of what she had left in this world. It quieted her for a while, and she discovered her feelings ran too dark for her to see him merely as her friend. He was Taelon, and a shameful part of her wanted to see him suffer for all his kind had done!*

Sc: *They walked back the way they came back to the intersection and then went down the other corridor. This hallway was much longer, but with fewer windows looking into rooms. Many of the ones they passed were empty, but one room contained four beds, each with a human female. The scene was peaceful; they appeared to be sleeping, but each had an IV inserted in her arm. They were receiving a glowing blue substance.* This is the Reproductive Studies wing. Those women are being prepared - given Taelon energy in the hope that we can achieve what T'than did with Cadence. 
 
N: *She put her hand to the window and something seemed to ooze from the glass, a sort of liquid chill that ran up and down her spine. The humans were not tormented... not like the manipulated males she had seen back in the other laboratory. There was no pain to be witnessed there... still, in all that peace, there was something utterly wrong. The scene was so out of place with all that she had witnessed so far. Only when Sc'orr unfolded the truth about those rooms did she realize that horror could well hide behind sleeping and peaceful features.* Your answer... your answer to survival is this?
 
Sc: Unfortunately not. We have had little success, for it seems that it must be done naturally between a Taelon and a human. Those four will probably die, just as their predecessors did. *He sounded nonchalant and as if just realizing it, he looked down and added sadly.* It is very unfortunate. Zo'or is wrong to allow this... torment. 
 
N: *Something in his tone... Naor'rin removed her hand from the window, her eyes darting towards Sc'orr's face. They had missed its change just in time.* Yes... *she whispered, trying to convince herself that it had been her paranoia doing all the work.* 
 
Sc: *As if wanting to change the subject* You wanted to know about T'than. *They slowed their pace. The end of the corridor was near.* As I said, torturing Jaridians came easily to him, but his family was another matter. Zo'or persuaded the majority to pass a mandate forcing T'than to give over his mate and child to medical study...to further Taelon knowledge and interests. As I am sure you have guessed, he refused. I think Zo'or did it deliberately, knowing what the War Minister's answer would be. It was his ultimate revenge - use T'than to help him with his conquests, and then discard him.
 
N: Yes, that is something Zo'or would do. *she remembered well his demeanor during the trial. He probably had not realized that if they had ever conceived a child together, that having T'than's downfall first for the same thing, that the same might happen to them. Or maybe... maybe he had given up all hopes already. Her eyes emptied of expression for a moment. A blink later, she was again reminded how the melancholy of those thoughts was misplaced. Zo'or was a tyrant; he had enslaved her species, and done it out of spite and out of cruelty! Still... she felt no sorrow for T'than, only worry for the young woman and her child* But, where did that leave Cadence?

Sc: The War Minister was forced to give up his life energy - most of it. Zo'or knew that if T'than entered the void, Cadence and T'lana would not be far behind, and he needed them alive. So now, T'than resides on the stasis deck, confined behind a shield that will not allow him to awaken. *They had stopped at what looked like a dead end but Sc'orr placed his hand against the wall and it began to ripple and become translucent.* Naor'rin, are you sure that you wish to go further? You need not, and we can leave here and never return.
 
N: No Sc'orr... *she shook her head softly* You have told me the fate of everyone I knew: My kin, my family, Zo'or, your own and even that of my nemesis. I need completion from my ulterior life. *she paused, her eyes on the metamorphosing surface* Besides, I made a vow that I would stand by her side and help her with T'lana. Then, and only then can I turn my back and leave.

Sc: *The wall vanished and they stood before another corridor, this one much darker than the one they came from. He looked down at her, his toneless voice echoing oddly around them.* Cast aside your vow. It has no meaning here, nor do promises of hope. *Behind them the wall solidified and cast them into even deeper shadow. Sc'orr said nothing as they walked, allowing their footsteps to duel as the only sound. Soon they approached a window, but the room inside was so dim that they nearly missed it. Within the empty room stood a small incubator. It looked empty save for a blanket but then the blanket moved. A door at the opposite end of the chamber opened and in stepped a lone Taelon. He went to the tiny glass chamber and looked down coldly, reaching inside to move the unseen infant. From his clear smock he withdrew a syringe and pointed it downward. A thin needle of energy emerged and he brought it down into the blankets. Suddenly the quiet room and corridor resounded with the baby's shrill scream.*

N: NOOO! *her eyes widened in shock. Instinctively, as if Naor'rin herself were the mother of that infant, she lunged forward intent on breaking the glass and going through it; intent on killing! Blind with rage she completely forgot everything, except for the crying of the small infant. Her shaqaravah burned like flames in her hand as she pointed it to the clear surface.*

Sc: NO Naor'rin! *Sc'orr said, grabbing her by the shoulders, holding her back from the window.* They cannot hear you, and if they could, they would come and place you in a room like this one. 
 
N: Release me!!! *she growled, closing her palms as she noticed her own will to use it on him.*
 
Sc: *He shook her* Do you want that? Do you?!
 
N: *The cry of the baby still filled her ears muffling the sound of her racing heart. She growled and pulled away, careful not to place her palms against his body as she did so* How can you allow that to happen? YOU swore to protect them, as I did! Why don't you do that! 

Sc: As I said before - vows and promises have no place here!

N: T'lana is just a baby, one of you! Can you not, at least, respect that?! 

Sc: I do respect that, but as with all else, respect too, has no meaning here. There is nothing that I can do.

N: *She shuddered suddenly and hugged herself. It hit her like lightning that, had it been her child, than Zo'or could have... To know that she had finally heeded Jor'rel's advice - that she had let go in those final days of love she had shared with Zo'or and lifted the block that had kept them from conceiving...* Is there no end to your malevolence? *her voice was faint, merely a whisper, but it trembled with anger. She looked at the glass again and hit at it hard. She knew she wouldn't break it, but the physical pain dampened her emotions somewhat* Let me in there! *she hit again* LET ME IN THERE! If you care not to stop him, then I will!!!
 
Sc: I will not! This outburst is pointless! *By the time their argument was over, the Taelon was already turning away, engrossed in the vial of glowing energy he had taken from the child, who he left to cry, uncomforted as he left the room. Sc'orr was pulling Naor'rin down the hall by the arm at this point and when they were around a corner he thrust her up against a wall and held her there.* I was unwise to bring you here, no matter what you say. We should leave - now!
 
N: *Her body was running on adrenaline-like energy. It filled her with a sense of invincibility, and distorted her sight enough to keep her from caring about attacking him anymore. The wounded animal in her attacked, frustrating his attempt to control her. She hit at him and made him lose his balance and before long made her away down the hallway. She had seen a door to the chamber where T'lana lay... she could go in, and get out of that forsaken spaceship once and for all! At the moment, she was too high to realize there was nowhere she could go with the infant. All that she knew was lost and gone... But what drove her was not reason. It was instinct, and the blinding addiction of revenge.*

Sc: *He had been thrown up against the wall. When he could see clearly again, she was no longer with him, and from the sound of her retreating footsteps she had taken the route he hoped she would, and Sc'orr allowed a tiny hint of a smile to twist the edges of his lips as he went to follow her at a moderate pace. He did not want to miss the grand finale.

He rounded another corner and found her just where he knew he would, frozen before another chamber. He stepped up behind her and watched over her shoulder. Cadence was nestled under white sheets on a narrow bed, the room just slightly brighter than the one they had come from. As if events had been waiting for Sc'orr's arrival to be set into motion, the entrance to the room vanished and three Taelons stepped in. Without a word they pulled her from her dreams, one holding her firmly, her back against his chest as the other two began touching her naked body, squeezing her breasts and kissing her face. One even was so bold as to rub and fondle her sex.*
 
N: *Naor'rin had tried to find the door that led to T'lana, but instead it seemed the corridor only led her away from it. She reached a dead end, and was about to do the irrational thing and shoot open a wall when she picked up an image in the corner of her eye. Cadence... there was no mistaking the mane of golden curls peeking from underneath the sheets. She hit at the glass and screamed her name but the girl did not stir... There was someone behind her; Naor'rin knew it, but ignored it, so enraptured was she by the sight of the girl. Her muscles tensed painfully, but still the Jaridian was a bronze statue. Her eyes were devoid of emotion; she found no words to say, but finally tears slid from her eyes...*

Sc: *Cadence was kicking and biting, begging them to stop but they did not heed her. Instead her struggles only seemed to enflame them* My species must learn to feel again - to desire again, just as T'than did. There is something about Cadence - something that attracted T'than to her in the first place. We have never discovered what it was - what makes her special above all others, but by infusing her with his energy and changing her, she now appears to some Taelons as a possible mate - fertile, ready to procreate. 
 
N: *She swallowed hard, hypnotized by the sight of the three Taelons acting not at all as the frigid creatures they took pride on being... but as animals; starving beasts that relished only on others suffering - on the raping of that harmless being.*
 
Sc: *His eyes nearly glowed with maniacal light, and he did not realize that his expression was reflected in the glass.* Is it not exciting? To see the Taelons truly alive again? 
 
N: *Her jaw dropped. A screeching scream in her mind unleashed a kin sense of dread in her; it ran rampant in her veins, making her blood boil like molten lava.* What... *she was about to turn to face him when her eyes caught the glimpse of his mirrored image. Behind the looking glass lay the truth. A truth she had been unable to see.*
 
Sc: Cadence will save us, just not in the way T'than had hoped. He will not keep her for himself! She belongs to all of us...and through her our race will live again. These three are only a few who have been tested as compatible. She is young and she will breed many children for us, for a long time to come. *The two who had been touching her pulled her down to the cold floor where she was held, her legs spread as the one who had been holding her initially dematerialized his jumpsuit and fell on top of her, reaching for her hands as his body undulated against hers. He moaned, the sound almost lost behind her wordless sobs, though every now and then she uttered something that sounded like: T'than.*
 
N: MAKE IT STOP! *she yelled, for a moment blotting out Cadence's own pleas. But Naor'rin knew she would get no response... this time she knew... this time she saw him for what he really was. She did not turn, as she knew that he could see the reflection of her face in the glass, just as she saw him* And you call us animals... you call us primitive; a murdering species that cares for nothing but the destruction of others... You rapist monsters!

Sc: I would not stand on the virtue of Jaridian pride Naor'rin. *His voice, indeed his entire demeanor had changed from its usual kindness to something malevolent; a shadow blocking out the bright face of the moon.* Before Taelons, we attempted to breed her with your kind, unsuccessfully. The males raped her happily enough with no prodding from us. *He whispered into her ear* Sometimes we would leave four of them in there with her all night. Your biggest and most brutal warriors. Strong offspring require the best seed. Tell me of Jaridian honor now, Naor'rin.
 
N: *Her beautiful face was distorted with insanity* YOU LIE!!! *but in her core, she knew what her kind was capable of doing. And she knew what had happened on Lyra 117... What had nearly happened to herself back on Jaridia.*

Sc: *He ignored her and without warning lunged, pinning her in front of him, making her watch the scene inside. The Taelon over Cadence began to glow, his body merging with hers and her cries increased in volume, full of a desperation she knew no one would rescue her from.*
 
N: *She struggled and growled, trying to use the glass as leverage to break free, but it seemed the sight of what was happening was weakening her... Or maybe, that last explosion of anger had burned away the last remnants of her strength.*

Sc: *Sc'orr pressed his crotch against his prisoner, making his arousal known to her.* He is impregnating her now, *he whispered, his breath coming faster, louder.* She knows it too... I can hear it in her cries. They are so real, so true to her very nature. They speak of eternal innocence.
 
N: *If only she could turn. Tears continued to moisten her features; all the pain and despair of all she had witnessed leeching her forces. The shaqaravah burned, its blue flame seeking to hit her assailant.*
 
Sc: *One of his hands held both of her slim wrists behind her back, while the other groped her breasts, pinching a nipple until it hardened beneath her jumpsuit so he could squeeze it between his fingers.* No matter what we do to her she will be innocent, and that will make each time exquisite...
 
N: NO..OO! *she couldn't help but to scream. He was making her feel it... thru his touching hands; the sexual energy that penetrated her skin and invaded her body, demanding a response from her. Her system was going into shock from what she saw - from the empathic abilities she had been born with and enhanced by intensive training. Cadence suffered abuse; Naor'rin suffered with her, her body crying against the hands that thrust her into physical sensations that she abhorred feeling.* Stop... stop please... *there was no telling if she was begging the Taelons to stop, or Sc'orr himself.*

Sc: *His hand moved between her legs, prodding her sex through her clothing as though he wanted to rip through it. Cadence was screaming and trying to pull her joined hands away from her tormentor but he only grasped them harder and thrust into her body harder.* Watch, my sweet Naor'rin. Watch as he rapes her... *He turned her abruptly, looking into her stunned face.* ...just like how I am going to rape you...

N: *Her heart sank. It hit the bottom and shattered into a million little shards... so small, so sharp that she knew they would never be put back together. A wail broke from her lungs; blindly she struggled and tried to slither away from his grasp. The air was short in her chest; it burned as the oxygen was consumed, and all trace of thought in her mind was fed to the flames of her despair. The tears dried on her feverish cheeks no matter how fast they flowed from the depths of her green eyes.
 
But Naor'rin was trapped; she knew she was. Like a flammable fuel, her forces burned too fast. Her body seemed to want to shut down just as her mind had. Her forehead fell against his shoulders, tears wetting his jumpsuit.* Don't... not you... not this... *but the cries in the background continued, rising to make her body tremble with the sonic vibrations of Cadence's intense suffering.*

Sc: *He petted the top of her head and kissed it once, crooning to her, though his eyes never left the window, and his expression never softened.* I am sorry that the entertainment is not to your liking. As I am sure that you have noticed, it is to mine. If it makes you feel any better my sweet, she has less standing in our society than even you do. *He smirked lasciviously, still toying with her below* Perhaps I should have her brought to you, and then you can give the orders... perhaps have her pleasure you, because you are so tense... so dry, and I want you wet. 

N: *Each word seemed to add to her distress. The cries coming from Cadence still echoed in her ears keeping her from noticing her own whimpers. His body against hers was invasive; his icy energy tried to penetrate her skin almost roughly, much as his fingers did. The fear made her feel it all; the anticipation of the inevitable worked on her body faster than his words.*
 
Sc: *He was moving his hips against her provocatively.* Ah, he is done with her now. *He turned Naor'rin forcibly back to the window. Cadence was being carried back to the bed, where one of the other Taelons laid on top of her, his two accomplices making sure the girl remained still.* They will play with her for awhile. Although she has been mated now, the others will... practice... for when it is their turn. 
 
N: *She moaned, feeling his body push against hers, knowing her jumpsuit was truly the only physical barrier between them. She did not want to look but her eyes were wide open. The images displayed came to her mind as if part of a dream, somewhat distorted and foggy.* Stop... *she was not even fighting him anymore. It was all simply too overwhelming. She was unable to shut down and ignore it.*
 
Sc: I find it all rather quaint. They are but children... learning. *He licked her from her jawline to her cheek. Cadence was trembling and sobbing still, but not fighting the fingers that were now invading her.*
 
N: *Her eyes closed, as if the contact of his cold tongue against her skin had made her regain control of her body. Naor'rin tried to look away despite the little room she had to move.* This is sacrilege... make it stop... *those were but whispers, audible only because the corridor was empty and as such echoed her words. She simply had no arguments to plead; his words had left her hopeless.*

Sc: Do not lie to me and tell me that you hate what you see; I am aware of your true nature - the true nature of all Jaridians with their bestial urges. You came to my bed quite willingly, despite your bond to our leader did you not? 
 
N: *Dizziness took over. His energy was insisting; tendrils of blue light that enveloped and penetrated her body. Naor'rin was horrified, but at the same time... her system was starving for that energy. It was a sinful, damnable physical urge that assailed her relentlessly. A moan was heard, then a whimper, before the words formed in her mouth.* It was not like that... I was fragile... # we both were # *her voice trailed off and died as a thought. She was not so sure anymore. Not so sure that Sc'orr had truly been so frail. Had it all been a ruse?*
 
Sc: *His fingers ripped at the material covering her sex and he thrust them in.* Oh, I was wrong. You are wet. Would you like me to take you into that room... so you can get a better view?
 
N: *Her whole body shuddered from his rough invasion. It tried to close against the raping fingers and the shock seemed to give her enough strength to break free. She took several tentative steps backwards, her eyes taking in the full view of his malevolent expression before she turned and ran the opposite way, shame running through her for turning her back on Cadence; for admitting to fearing Sc'orr; for admitting to her weakness.*
 
Sc: *He only laughed as she pushed him away. Sc'orr followed and withdrew from his uniform a small silver disk that fit in the palm of his hand. Once he had her in sight, running down an unknown corridor, he applied pressure to it and watched her fall.* The collars have multiple purposes, not the least of which is to mark you as the slaves you are, but also... for control. *He held up the disk as he stood looking down at her.* With this I can control every nerve impulse to your brain, or stop it, as I did now. You will not run unless I demand it, and, *he pressed it again,*...you will feel pain when I command it.
 
N: *Just like that, there had been light, blankness in her mind, and seemingly, in the exact same moment, her legs had collapsed underneath her. Foolishly she had tried to drag herself further, the echoes of laughter compelling her to run! But the footsteps were nearing, and soon enough a pair of boots was standing before her eyes as she lay on her side on the floor. Even as he spoke she tried to move, but there was no sensation from the waist down... that is, until liquid pain spread through her like a million tiny bees stinging her organs from within, stealing a gasp from her lips and the strength from the arms that supported her. Naor'rin fell on her elbows, her long hair scattered around her and all over his platforms.*

Sc: Now, Jaridian, I will allow you to crawl through the door that is in front of you. *A chilling breeze and a chamber appeared.* You have broken the rules for the last time and now you will experience what those who live here do. 
 
N: *She lifted her head somewhat. What lay beyond the door was veiled from her sight by utter darkness. Sc'orr had made a good picture of what it was for though. She wanted nothing but to find the smallest hole, crawl into it and disappear from this world, but even the death she had hungered for seemed to elude her. Naor'rin knew him to be right; the collar stole from her the ability to control her movements. Her legs felt paralyzed; there was a slight ache in her thighs and calves though. Maybe her muscles were trying to fight back the artificial control of the collar...* I won'...
 
Another sharp sting and this time she cried, her forehead touching his feet as the discharge rocked her body with the speed of lightning. Naor'rin was left panting for a while, before she felt her head lifted by her hair. His breath was cold on her face.*
 
Sc: Get in there, and if you hesitate to remove your clothing, or to get on that bed and spread your legs, then I promise you that what you will experience will be so severe, that you will beg me to reduce it to what you have seen so far...
 
N: *His words registered in her mind, and she desperately grabbed at his hand and tried to free herself. He did let go, several strands of black hair entwining in his fingers as they were ripped from her scalp. Crazed, she rolled over and crawled away from him, not caring if it drove her against a wall... or inadvertently across the door and into the room.

Sc: Move, slave! I expect you to follow orders given to you in an expedient manner! *Slowly she moved forward using her hands, and he followed, just a few steps behind.*
 
N: *Light came in through the door, blinding her to colour and detail. His shape was dark and dreadful as it moved through the frame. Instinct made her crawl; with each step of his, she dragged herself pitifully farther away, until at last something physical stopped her from moving any further. With nowhere to go, with the light gone as the door closed, she felt her surroundings with her hands and sat against the coldness of the barrier, pulling her knees up to her chest and holding them tightly. Her head sunk to her knees and her eyes closed tightly. Naor'rin dared not look; as the irrational beast believes, if he cannot see, then he cannot be seen.
 
But to stop hearing was a whole different matter. Her scales stood on end and she recoiled even more, her body tensing and shuddering when she felt him nearing her; first the tips of the energy tendrils grazing on her skin, and then engulfing her completely to drive her into hysteria.*

Sc: *He stood there, his Taelon eyes able to see her quite clearly.* Cowering in a corner - how typical of you. Where is your warrior spirit Naor'rin? *He took a step closer, knowing that she would now fully sense his proximity, whether she could see him or not.* What would your dear brother say if he could see you now, reduced to a sniveling coward, and not only that, but a whore also? *He nudged her gently with his boot* Are you listening to me? 
 
N: *Her eyes widened but she kept her head buried in her shoulders or her knees. The trauma of events passed and all that she had learned was fully upon her, plus the notion that he had all control over her surroundings and even her own body. She felt the physical contact of his foot against her and she shrank away from him, as if she meant to disappear into herself and become a particle too small for him to grasp.*
 
Sc: *He sent her a quick jolt of pain.* Just to be sure... *Then he turned and paced in front of her slowly as he spoke.* Your people already knew you were nothing but a Taelon's whore though, did they not? Is that not the reason they abandoned you?
 
N: *She shook her head as a response. The pain was still ebbing away from her muscles and bones.* I chose... I chose...  * Not to become a whore. Not to be diminished to a body that could conceive. A relic of old times passed that meant so much to her kind, had it not been for the mind attached to it. A mind that could not conceive giving up its own free will. A mind that now struggled against the inevitability of it. In the end... she was being taught that she had no choice after all.*  All for him... *she whispered softly.  I loved him... *two months of silence finally broke down into a bunch of incoherent words.* Love him... *her body pained still, intensely, and not by Sc'orr's command. The urge was back, the need too strong to vanquish.* I'll never be a whore... *again the mane of black hair shook with her denial.*
 

Sc: *He laughed mirthlessly.* You are truly worthy of this punishment Naor'rin. It is not as though I am forcing you to do something completely repugnant to you; you have been fucking a Taelon for a long time! *jovial laugh* And... it is not as though you and I are completely... unacquainted. *He licked his lips and then moved to recline on soft and luxurious sheets, his arms up and behind his head.* You gave up your relationship with Zo'or for a few moments of fleeting pleasure with me; your actions speak volumes about you. 
 
N: It wasn't like that... No no! *her hands rose to cover her ears* Not like that!
 
Sc: You wanted so much to be with me... so I shall give you another chance. Come to me, and show me how much you want to be with me, so much, that you were willing to forsake Zo'or. 
 
N: NO! *she screamed, hoping it would muffle the sound of his voice, though the words echoed inside her head, the volume enhanced by her own sense of guilt* I gave up everything for him... for him... *she dared a peek at him. His pale silhouette was discernible in the darkness*  I'd die before I gave in to you! *she could not see his face.* I'D RATHER DIE! *her body was shaking, and she flinched immediately when he shifted on the bed.*

Sc: *He chuckled without mirth.* Ah, but death is such a permanent thing, unfortunately for you. *He waited in the darkness, his body tense and eager, but still she had not approached him.* Oh come now Naor'rin, you are no chaste maiden. Come and be the whore that you are. *As if just realizing something* Oh! Perhaps you need some... stimulation. I admit this room is rather unappealing in terms of urging up desire. *A wave of his hand and four datastreams unrolled from the ceiling. In living color and sound; a small and weeping Cadence was being brutalized by two Jaridian males. Naor'rin would not be able to look in any direction without the sight of the girl's legs being spread widely as a dark and bulbous penis was thrust into an opening that looked too small to accommodate it. Her pale body was almost completely covered by the thrusting and grunting brute who took her while the other male brought his staff to her lips.*
 
N: *She pulled herself up the wall, alarmed by the sounds that filled the room. Her legs were responding again, though they shook, strained by her weight. Naor'rin leaned against the wall, both palms to the cold surface. Wide eyes could not hold back the tears that ran freely down her face, making her eyes look so much larger and tormented.* Stop that! *she covered her head with her arms.* Stop that! *though she knew that the scene had taken place long ago, and that he could not stop it from happening. Not that he would...*

Sc: Your males - one wonders how they can mate with organs of that size... however, Cadence seems to be taking it... all... quite well. *He grinned maliciously at her, and he knew that she could see him now in the bluish light of the streams, and see his naked, lounging form, his hand around his own jutting member.* Come Naor'rin, I grow tired of waiting. Prove to me that you can be useful, because, if you are not useful to me, your only use will be as a lab specimen. *He stroked himself once and his look went seductive.* Be with me like you were before, when you betrayed Zo'or...

N: *Green glittering eyes looked at him from across the room. He was bringing out things in her that she thought only T'than could. No... not even T'than had driven her to such state of despair. She was choking on it! With T'than, she had always known what to expect. Zo'or, she had known intimately, the good and the bad. But Sc'orr... she had been completely wrong about him. He had manipulated her, used her, made her sacrifice her love for Zo'or to that one night of weakness when she had shared his bed.

Without warning she lunged forward, a dark panther moving in the blackness, striking to kill* I'll kill you! *the growl came from the depths of her being. With the screams of Cadence in the background and the grunts of the males, her wail was but another sound added to the savage symphony. Naor'rin landed on top of him, her hands burning with the shaqaravah as they aimed to grab his neck and rip it open!!! 

Sc: *He could have used the device to activate her collar, but this turn of events was far more interesting. He had to utilize much of his strength to fend her off and prevent her from doing any real damage to him, and his face showed that he had to put forth genuine effort, but when he finally had her hands grasped in his he smiled arrogantly up at her.* I had no idea that you wanted me so badly, Naor'rin... so badly that you become just like the males of your race, and rape. *His laugh filled the tiny chamber like cold, smooth metal.

N: *The feel of his energy against her open palms was bliss!!! Like a vampire tasting blood after too long an absence, Naor'rin pressed harder* I'll suck the life out of you! *she fought him frenetically* I LOVED HIM! *There was pain, pain so strong that she felt as if her bones were being ripped from her dissolving flesh; tears flowed to fall on his face* You destroyed that! You!!!

Sc: *He threw his head back he laughed so hard* No my dear I did not. I never forced you to do anything that you did not want to do. Your_own_weakness destroyed your bond, not me! *He felt the pull at his hands; she wanted his energy, and he had the feeling that killing him was only secondary.*

N: *To feel that alive was intoxicating! The explosion of her emotions, contained for years plus the free flow of the spring of life that was his energy into her bloodstream filled her with a sense of invincibility.* You manipulated me! You and your deceit... Um’rathumah! *she pulled even more; the force of her draining becoming almost physical. She was the black hole sucking all energy from the bright star that was a Taelon’s body. Just beneath her skin, small lines of flashing red were drawn, and soon the colour of her irises changed as well.*

Sc: *He grimaced slightly - it was painful to close the conduit when he was being actively drained, but Sc'orr was formulating a malicious idea: If she wanted his energy so much, then she would have to pay, with her pride! He focused, and suddenly the rivers of his life essence flowed, the current changing direction and heading toward his thick and swollen member. His pale skin glowed with the effort, and soon, one part glowed apart from everywhere else. His cock now looked like a saber of brightness, and he knew that her starving body would sense it, and, like a magnet, be drawn to it.*
 
N: *The well was drying, yet Naor’rin could sense the reservoir of energy just as keenly as an animal could smell blood. She opened fully the gates of the shaqaravah, intent on forcing it out of him just as one would squeeze a sponge, but it stopped flowing, as if her intense heat had burned it away. A grimace settled upon her features and the gleam that had made her skin shine in gold was subduing already. A look of mad despair and loss distorted her features. She was sitting astride him, her knees pressed tightly against the sides of his torso, her hands pinning his down to the shiny sheets.*
 
Sc: *He pulled out of her grasp harshly, making sure to keep up his guard and then, reaching behind her straddling body, grabbed himself and rubbed it against her buttocks.* Do you feel that? *he asked in a silky voice.* 

N: *The touch, so electrifying. It stole a gasping moan from her even before her mind conjectured on what it meant.*

Sc: I can see that you do... it is so close... so very close... *he spoke in hypnotizing cadences, his eyes sleepy and seductive,* ...if only your clothing were not there, you could feel it next to your skin... it will feel so good... so cool... and, if you think that is bliss, just imagine how the energy would feel... inside of you... so deep inside...

N: *Hers was the look of a drug addict that lay facing a blissful stash of cocaine, more than her body could handle... too expensive to pay for with simple, tangible money... Lethal, but also far too irresistible to ignore.*
 
Sc: *His hands moved to her bodice as though he would pull it down, but then they slid over the roundness of her breasts until they found her hands. He brought them up to her collar and made her grip it.* Go on... you want to... *He allowed a tiny jolt of his essence to tease her, escape from his fingertips.* Obey, and you can have all that you want... all that you need...

N: *In the background, the sighs and moans of pleasure still filled the room. Her sex quivered knowing full well the magnitude of the sensations he was offering... Her self-control was reduced to a little voice in the back of her mind. The thought that reigned above all others was that she could still kill him, and beyond that thought lay the slavery of Taelon energy - shackles too strong for her to be able to break. Those were the strings to which her life was now attached. Without them, she was doomed to the death of a Taelon: to slowly fade to nothing; to die as a portrait whose colour has faded away over a thousand years, becoming as pale as the canvas it was painted on.

Naor’rin was that canvas. Empty, for all her world had been erased, made into dust by Zo’or’s doings. The pain was so great... so great...
 
At the memory of that name, utter sadness darkened her eyes. They were golden in colour again; the blueness of the Taelon essence had been drained away and left only the original colour behind.* I... *the words of moments before came back: #I’d rather die!# But that was agony! Her body ached, every cell crying out in a frequency strong enough to shatter her fragile denial.

Sc: What Naor'rin? *he asked smugly, lifting his hands to taunt her, but it was an empty promise.* Why not just say what is on your mind, hmm? I will allow it for now. So please, indulge me with your thoughts.
 
N: *Desperately, her fingers searched out to intermingle with him; she closed them tightly, pressing her palms as strongly to his as possible and pulling. Grunts left her lips as though it was a physical effort, his energy drawing her to him like a magnet. The look of frustration on her face was impossible to miss.* Why don’t you just die?! 


Sc: *He smirked* Because I have very much to live for; my species rules over yours at long last and soon the Taelon empire will shine like a star, leaving no corner of the galaxy untouched by our kind. I have no plans for my demise any time soon my dear. This I promise you. 

N: *She was shaking violently; a battle between control and need, pure unadulterated need, was rocking her body. The pain was coming back, cramps so strong it felt like the world was beginning to collapse into an abyss of blinding whiteness. And she was burning! A red flaming aura began to creep and burn away the cloth of the jumpsuit protecting her. Alarmed, she pulled at it, until her chest was bare.*

Sc: That is a good girl, Naor'rin. *He petted her hair, twining a length of it between his long fingers. Soon he was playing with her nipples, pinching them and sending small amounts of energy to her; not enough to sate her - but enough to keep her desperate for it.* Do you want more? 
 
N: *Her head fell backwards; a silky moan left her lips to join the symphony in the background. Through her half-parted lids she could see one of the streams: the two males were still having their way with Cadence, an image as horrific as it was primitively carnal. Sc'orr's touch of her body blurred her perception; his energy was irresistible.*
 
Sc: I can give you what you need, but you must then give me what I need. *He arched his hips beneath her and with both hands ripped her clothing open the rest of the way. In a swift move he had her on her back, her legs locked from closing by his body. Grabbing one of her small hands he made her grab his pulsing shaft, and when she would not cooperate,* Take_it! *he growled, wrapping his hand over her own. He allowed a burst of his life-force to escape then.* Oh yes... it feels good does it not? You will not be able to resist for long...
 
 N: *Yesss... it felt good. Felt too good! It did not even matter that he had her pinned down and defenseless. In a world gone senseless in a space of weeks, to Naor'rin that need was one of the few things that made any sense. She needed that energy, desperately; more than she had ever needed anything in her life! Two months of withdrawal were gone in seconds; but the relief was so brief. Her hand trembled as it enveloped his shaft; her joints hurt already, her muscles strained. There was just so much guilt to that pleasure. Her body undulated slightly against his, trying to slither away perhaps; or maybe simply demanding more in a language that was beyond words...*

Sc: *Still imprisoning her hand he stroked her exposed labia with the head of his manhood, releasing steady pulses of light.* I will not make you do anything you do not wish to Naor'rin. Only your need will force your hand... *He rubbed her with his cock once more and then removed his hand, gleeful that despite her release, she still held him, poised for entrance into her body. He let more energy flow from him, knowing that each curling tendril called out to her like the irresistible song of the siren, and he waited to see what she would do.*

N: *She hit his back with her free hand, but her struggle was weak and she knew it. The longing was quickly robbing her of strength; she knew she needed to get away, now more than ever she knew but even if he had let her, Naor'rin knew she could not. Amber eyes looked away from his face, but over each of his shoulders hovered a datastream each depicting different angles of the same rape.*
 
Sc: *He followed her gaze and licked his full lips.* Her torment is so sweet...almost as sweet as yours. *He looked back down at his Jaridian captive, his eyes moving from her face to his engorged and glowing organ suggestively.* Well?

N: *Her eyes filled with tears. The pressure in her mind was overwhelming and she knew she was losing. His energy was just there, against her palm... but it could be inside her; fully inside her. A direct connection to his main pathway could be made to the very core of her being; feeding her, relieving the pain and the torment. Oblivion...
 
Nails drove into his shoulder as she pulled him closer. Her body undulated, feeling the tip of his sex graze against her entrance. Naor'rin cried softly, but as if regretting her actions, she let her body sink on the mattress again. Her breath came in gasps and for a moment her gaze was locked in his.* I hate you... 
 
Sc:  I know, *He grinned; she was relenting, her body yielding to him. Soon she would give in to her own needs completely.*...but you hate yourself even more. *More energy overflowed from him, so much that droplets formed at his tip and dripped off onto her belly where they were immediately absorbed.* Give me your body now, and with it your pride. Your suffering is the only way to pay your debt of betrayal to Zo'or.
 
N: *Another pulse of energy and she trembled in his arms, as though a small orgasm had hit her; she whimpered through her anguish* I loved him... 

Sc: And he loved you! *Sc'orr said in a hoarse whisper that trembled with barely held back emotion.* And still you betrayed him!

N: *The coldness of his shaft grazed her sex sending her into a state of euphoria. At last the final blow seemed to have broken her, and her hand brought him closer... and closer... until his tip grazed her clit and parted her labia.*

Sc: Yes...yes! *he chanted when he felt the kiss of her wet folds against him. He wanted to plunge into her - through her! But that would come soon enough. He would not allow himself to make the first move - he could not - it must be her.*

N: *Her body tensed and the golden glow returned to her skin. She groaned lustfully, feeling the energy sating the fire within her and without second thought her hips pushed upwards just as her hand withdrew. Her lips parted and she cried unabashedly as inch after inch of his thickness penetrated her to the womb, stretching her sex to the limit.*
 
Sc: *His low groans resonated just under hers, just as her body resonated with life beneath his.* You harlot, *he moaned, now rubbing his groin right up against hers,* I knew you would not resist, locked into being the beast that you are... *He took her chin roughly between his thumb and forefinger and looked into her eyes, his expression menacing and angry*...which is fine by me, but for this gift I shall bestow upon you, you will pay because I intend to sate my need and fuck you most severely! *He grabbed her hips and squeezed them until he could feel the contours of her bones.*
 
N: *She grunted, split between the need to accept his energy by whatever means - not that Naor'rin was putting things in these terms; it was instinct more than it was reason - to struggle and break free from his lock. He hurt beyond anything inside her... but at the same time she knew relief unlike any other. The worst of it all was that he saw through her weakness and she could do nothing to avoid it. He was inside her; and she was a book as open to him as her legs were.* 
 
Sc: You may scream if you need to, but I will not stop. *With that he pulled back and plunged in, that single movement speaking of anger and hurt so deep that it could never be voiced adequately. His body slammed into hers and he knew she would be bruised but still he took her, using her to satisfy his own desires.* You are so wet! I knew this was all that you wanted! 
 
N: *Her fingers curled against his back and she held on tightly for the ride. Naor'rin's self-awareness was but a little voice in the back of her head, its sound buried underneath the resonance of her cries in the room. Pain, pain, pain... and at the same time, pleasure that mounted as relief was left in the trail on his energy penetrating her. Her body accepted it - welcomed it as a longed-for part of her being; a part she had lost and that somehow was being returned to her against all odds.*
 
Sc: *He reached around and slapped her ass.* Now tell me, *he panted and thrust*...do you still love Zo'or? Do you still love him while you are being fucked by another?
 
N: *A scream... this one coming from the depths of her being. It had as much to do with the sensations rocking her body as with the drama in which her mind was caught.*
 
Sc: Did you love him while you fucked me before, hmm Naor'rin?
 
N: *Her hand hit at him a few times as if by protest, and then slowly slid down his side to fall on the mattress as if giving up the struggle. Each word was like a punch in her stomach; each of his thrusts brought her body closer to being sated... making her awareness stronger by the minute. And it told her just how trapped she was - how physical relief would soon turn into the most profound anguish. That was a punishment too severe for her crime, yet...even in all her guilt Naor'rin was close to welcoming that torment. It would free her... free her from love forever. Free her from sentiments that were so beautiful, but that could only mean her undoing. She was Jaridian; light was not for her. Peace was not for her... neither was love. Only lust... only the part of love that was animal and brutal. Such was what she was receiving... such was what she deserved!

Sc: Answer me Naor'rin. Did you love him?
 
N: *The tears that had flown freely now came to a halt suddenly. After a long moment of darkness her eyes reopened to let in the light and all the scorn on his features.* I loved... him... *a grimace and a little cry* enough to kill all... all that I was... I lived for that love... *the words were spoken in haste, a thrust from him robbing the air from her lungs and stealing away her control of her throat. Beneath all the despair in her pale gold eyes lay the rest of that truth though: 

She would now live for that hate. * 

Sc: *He slowed his thrusts, taking his time now to move in and out of her in long, languid strokes. He wanted her to feel the pleasure; it would greatly increase her torment.* Zo'or gave up everything that he believed in to be with you. Before that he trusted no one. NO ONE! He loved no one! *His entire demeanor spoke of duality, for his lips spoke of anger and betrayal and yet his hands moved to caress and pleasure her, as did his body.* 

N: *There had been times when she had doubted that love... perhaps a self-patronizing part of her kept wanting to believe that those words were lies. Yet, they were the spring of her guilt -- she had slipped, she had fallen from grace when she had lain with Sc'orr. It had been no more than a fleeting night of passion; the search for comfort in arms that had been ready to receive her when there was just too much at stake for her to go to Zo'or.
 
Sc: You not only killed all that you believed in as well as your worthless soul, you killed Zo'or as well. 
 
N: *Wide eyes looked into Sc'orr's, full of remorse and guilt; ghosts that made her hair stand on end* Noo... *the sound was pitiful as it meshed with her moans. Her body shivered and pushed against his touch despite it all. All she had wanted in the end was Zo'or. Not her duty, not the survival of her species, just him. And she had realized he would not make the same choices she had, and that she would have never asked him to.* 
 
Sc: You murdered all that he dared to become! *He had ceased all movement in her and now used his skilled fingers to work on the swollen nodule of her clit. Inside, he could feel the muscles of her slick passage flex and grip him, and those pulses were coming faster and harder. She was close, and so was he, but he would see to it that she came first. Oh yes, she would pay dearly for those brief but cooling bursts from him.*
 
N: *She called out his name -- Zo'or -- a faint whisper amidst sounds of ecstasy; a word spoken as a requiem. The pleasure punished her as strongly as the crack of a whip on her bare back... perhaps more. How she had longed that he would come into her cell; how she had feared and yet hungered for that moment, clinging to it as an excuse to keep on living. She could see it clearly now, in a mind gorged with such pleasure that it could not passively face reality...*

Sc: *He began kissing her breasts, his tongue making her dark nipples stand on end. A gentle wave of his hand and the images of Cadence and the male Jaridians disappeared and were replaced with images of Naor'rin being made love to by Zo'or.* You need to come my sweet... you can hold back no longer... 
 
N: *He was right; ooh, so right! Her pelvis had risen to meet each of his thrusts, letting him in so deeply that it hurt. The head of his penis banged against the walls of her womb, pain converted to unspeakable pleasure. When her eyes opened to let in the light again, her irises were reduced to dark slits and there was sweat dripping from her forehead and temples.*

Sc: *He kissed her deeply and squeezed her heaving breasts.* Come for me and I shall give you what you want. *The moans from Zo'or and Naor'rin grew more frenzied as the two onscreen lovers approached the summit of passion.* Come, and witness all that you have lost. 
 
N: *Her head shook violently to deny that which her unspoken words could not; long black strands of hair flying around her and gluing to her features. It was unbearable to watch... unbearable! More than all the other images he had shown her, these ripped her soul to pieces.*
 
Sc: *He looked at the stream hanging in the air.* Come and know that from now on, every human, every Jaridian, that Zo'or kills is because of you; their blood will be on your hands! *He began thrusting into her again, ruthlessly.* Come like you did for me before. Feel delight at the end of my cock and begin your decent into your own demise!
 
N: *The grip tightened... her muscles strained so much. They ached with cramps and protested from lack of use from those two months. Yet adrenaline and endorphins built and built and built, taking her so high that the fall would make her crash! And crash she did. There was a small explosion, her body trembling somewhat, her hands gripping tightly around his wrists.

Thrust: she cried. 

Thrust: the couple on the screen cried along. 

Thrust: the world crashed around her in a whirlwind of whiteness, blinding... electrifying! 

She felt alive yet closer to death than ever. Every cell in her body ached with an overload of sensation, every cell screamed in delight and anguish; her very soul was dragged into it, melted with it, erased by it. For a moment there was only the oblivion of that orgasm... and the sound of a name screamed aloud, from the top of her lungs: Zo'or's.*

Sc *The room resonated with a crescendo of carnality; Naor'rin and Zo'or were coming on the screens all around the real figures of Sc'orr and Naor'rin, each couple screaming in pleasure and pain, the sounds commingling in a strange cacophony that went on and on.

Naor'rin was coming at long last, her nails drawing long scratches on his shoulders that oozed glowing energy. Grabbing her hips and lifting her lower body to an extreme angle he pummeled with speed that only a being made of pure energy could achieve. At last his organ responded to her gripping pulses by swelling and then, answering her body's demands by shooting forth great spurts of thick liquid impregnated with great amounts of his essence. Sc'orr let go of her and fell upon her, now gripping her shoulders, his face buried in her long hair, his body still moving in a frenzy and he experienced the height of his climax.*

N: *Her body had already hit the pinnacle of sexual pleasure when a new wave of crystalline bliss seemed to freeze her veins. Energy; pure unadulterated energy spread from where their bodies were joined to reach every corner of her being. If the crashing climax had been Naor'rin's death, this was a ruthless call back to life! The pull of it flashed in her eyes when they opened. Something cried inside of her but it never echoed in the real world. It was not Sc'orr she saw anymore. She saw the one she had wished for all that time; the one whose energy her body craved to the point of dying from its absence. Maybe it was a cruel prank from her subconscious; she saw Zo'or... the Taelon leader... the master of her heart since she had also learned how to open it and feel. Her body responded to that visual recognition, further opening to him, letting his essence sink deeper than she had ever allowed it to. Such was how much Naor'rin had longed for him. The doors to the very centre of her being were wide open for that fleeting climactic moment. The invasion was so strong, so sudden and intense...*

Sc: You will pay for your betrayal for loving him over me! *His words were blurred; half-shouted, half-moaned, but then he was silent, his body still, yet joined to hers.*
 
N: *Her fingers twitched against his back as if wanting to hold on tightly, but they merely slipped to the mattress. Her strength was gone, and the words to reply to what he had said were never conceived in her mind. Just as light had filled her body so much that Naor'rin had feared it was the end, a thick liquid darkness engulfed her senses and drowned her in numbness*

Sc: Finally he rose, pulling away from her and he looked down at her splayed and spent body with a sneer. She was sated, but the intensity of it had rendered her unconscious, and so she never felt the trembling hand that dared to touch her cheek, and she never saw his lips move silently with a single word:*

Why?
To Be Continued…
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