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*Jor'rel was studying two datastreams, his sharp eyes moving from one to the other and back again, when the door to his office dematerialized.*

Sc'orr, *he said with a nod and a weary smile.* I was not sure if I would see you any further today, but I am glad you returned; I was so busy with T'than and Cadence and I realize that I was rude...

Sc: Not at all, my friend. *He smiled, offering what he hoped was a serene smile to his associate. Jor'rel looked as one who could use it.* Your patients must come first...and if I may say so, you look as though you need time beneath your energy shower...

Jor: It is true; you only brought them to me twelve hours ago and yet time has slowed since their arrival here. 

Sc: How are they?

Jor: Their injuries are... troubling. The weapon that L'syr used against T'than utilizes a technology that I do not fully understand. He has offered information about it in an effort to protect himself but T'than's reactions were far more severe than what was noted in the virtual trials. *He shook his head.* Revolting, what he has done - to attempt to kill another of his kind as well as an innocent. *He rose from his desk, looking at Sc'orr through shimmering streams of information.* I will sound no better than a hypocrite for saying this but... you should have killed him Sc'orr...

Sc: *Their eyes met, locked together in seriousness.* I know. *He looked down at the floor and repeated it.* I know. How is Cadence?

Jor: *He shook his head and said nothing, looking away. Another moment crawled by before he replied.* She is... not well, and it is more than the shock she suffers over the death of her friend. Sc'orr, *he said, turning abruptly.*...is there anything that you left out about what you saw in L'syr's laboratory? Any small detail that you perhaps forgot to mention earlier?

Sc: No. My report to you was thorough as to what I saw, which was very little as you know. Surely T'than would be the more appropriate one to ask.

Jor: And I have, but he will not speak of it - of what L'syr wanted of Cadence, but whatever it was, it has affected her mind, as has his own trauma. Their bond means that until both are completely well, neither truly will be. I have delayed the inevitable interview in favor of letting him rest, as well as waiting for the ship to complete her creation of their room.

Sc: You are growing a new room here, in the infirmary? I had no idea it was that serious.

Jor: They are resting separately now, but they will need to be together to heal, with their child. And, in answer to your question, it is extremely serious; T'than and Cadence will be staying here for the time being.

Sc: I see, *he replied solemnly, thinking more and more that Jor'rel was right; he should have killed L'syr for injuring them so severely... and damn the consequences! The healer had waved off his streams and was heading to the door.*

Jor: T'than and Cadence are in strict isolation from all but essential personnel, but since you are directly involved in what happened, I invite you to accompany me now. It is time for answers. *Sc'orr nodded and they entered a secluded corridor. Entering the access code to the room, they entered. T'than's bed was empty, as was T'lana's isolette.* T'than? I do not understand! I told him to rest!

Sc: *Noting the increasing stress levels in Jor'rel's voice, Sc'orr put his hand on his shoulder.* He likely went to see Cadence.

Jor: He could not; the lockouts are in effect, and only my access codes will release them. *He sighed and they left the small room and now stood before another closed door, further down the way. Waving it open they went inside. T'than was standing over the bed where Cadence slept, holding T'lana.*

GT: *She seemed too distant to him. It had worried him to wake up from his rest and find his mind empty of her presence. Rising and coming to her had been a necessity too overwhelming to deny. He had not allowed his awareness of his weakened state to get in the way and had abandoned rest to go to her. But though she was there now, in front of him... T'than did not even dare to touch Cadence. Her beauty looked pale - shy. It was not like her; he barely recognised her.

Looking down at the child in his arms he couldn't but feel the slap of guilt. Cadence had disobeyed him, but it had been his little games that had taken them there. He had been the one to play with L'syr's passion during Naor'rin's interrogation. He had awakened the dark desires of his pupil and they had backfired on him because he had obsessed over Cadence instead of finding some other human.

But now... her glow was gone. He knew her well enough by now to distinguish emptiness from peacefulness in her features.* I am sorry.

*He had barely exhaled the words when noise by the door made his eyes turn from his family. He looked past Jor'rel as though the healer wasn't even there and his eyes focused on Sc’orr. In T'than's mind the Taelons wanted her... all of them. Even L'syr, so strong to resist desire had fallen fast, and completely, in the face of Cadence's charm. Sc’orr... he too had noticed Cadence in the past. He too had wanted her, and passion was not something he denied. T'than remembered well the look of desire in his face a year ago, how he had measured every inch of her body... a body that was his to delight upon and no one else’s!*

Sc: *It was all he could do to keep a neutral expression when T'than's eyes flashed green; his face changed too, only for an instant, but it was over before Sc'orr could determine what it was that he had seen. Was that a growl he had heard as well? T'than pulled the sheet up to hide his sleeping mate's bare back from his eyes, and Sc'orr was just about to step forward and offer a greeting but...but something held him back. A long forgotten instinct was telling him not to get too close. Jor'rel was oblivious though...*

Jor: I told you to rest! *he whispered loudly, visually scanning the War Minister and then pulling back T'lana's blanket as she rested in her parent's arms.* The child is at peace for now... but her parents must rest!

GT: I have been in worse condition. I am more than fit to leave my room Jor'rel, and you had no right to lock me there. *he looked at Cadence again, his eyes meeting Sc'orr's as he turned, again baring a warning that lasted no more than a second. They were soft again when they focused on the girl* I am needed here, for when she awakens. My proximity will help her. *he had a dire sense that if he left her bedside, she would get lost and never find her way back.*

Jor: The room will be ready shortly and you would have been together then. *He checked Cadence's readings, lifting locks of hair from her face and looking into one of her eyes. She moaned, pushing him away in her sleep and turning over, away from them.*

GT: We have been apart more than necessary. Plus, you may be her doctor... but you are not my superior to order me around Jor'rel. *his tone was altered, angry. T'lana shifted in his arms and the change in T'than was instantaneous. He was at once silent and contemplative, rocking the child back to a deep sleep with a soothing whisper.*

Jor: We must speak, and I am sure that you know of what, but we should do it in your own room. 

GT: *He had been rocking T'lana in his arms and suddenly stopped. The baby’s little hand hit at the blanket that surrounded her, but it was just a reflex. She had felt him tense.* Must it be now? They need me Jor'rel. *it sounded wrong saying that. He had not been able to help them not so long ago. He had failed, miserably, to protect them. Did they really need him?*

Jor: *He watched T'than place the baby into an isolette next to Cadence's bed and then turn back. It was clear he was not leaving. Though standing military-straight, he looked like it was precarious. His exocovering showed his wounds well over his chest, though they were firmly wrapped in a substance that prevented any further energy leakage. T'than's gray pallor did not go far towards making his bravado the least bit convincing, either.* I must report to Zo'or in just over an hour and deliver my findings. It will be constructed of half-truths and deceptions. But you must tell me the truth, and you must tell me now.

GT: The truth? *he turned, sharply, as if somehow Jor'rel's presence was not tolerable anymore.* You have two others from whom you can demand the truth. Alas, only one survives, but why not ask L'syr? *his eyes burned with hatred at the utterance of that name.* 

Jor: L'syr? *He nearly sneered.* I said that I need honest answers, T'than. You must tell me what happened in his laboratory - there is no other choice you can make!

 GT: I am in no disposition to speak of the matter now, least of all, to appease Zo'or. *he was speaking loudly. Cadence shifted in her bed and T'than turned sharply, to see if she would awaken at last from her troubled sleep. Curiously, his gesture seemed to restore him to calm... or keen sadness.* Is it not already more than evident what happened, Jor'rel? L'syr attempted to destroy us. He attempted to bring upon my demise so he could... take for himself what is rightfully mine. *he took a lock of her hair in his fingers, and then restored it to its place with such gentleness one would almost wonder if he feared it would shatter.* 

Jor: *The old healer looked as though he would be sick; the moment T'than had touched Cadence's hair he understood the implication of his words. He waved open the door to the room, inhaling the cool air from without, speaking in a strained voice.* In order for me to treat her... and you, I must have the details, no matter how unpleasant they are.

GT: *He had, reluctantly, walked away from Cadence. With each step it seemed he struggled against an invisible force that pulled him back to her side. But at last he was able to break free with only the guilt of abandoning her to slow his pace, and he followed Jor'rel. He understood the importance of a well thought out explanation. Zo'or was not easily fooled and in that instance, Taelon diplomacy – or subterfuge, however one wished to look at it – were crucial.*

Jor: *He stepped out, Sc'orr right behind him and finally, T'than. A moment later they were back in his room. Secluded as that corridor was, Jor'rel was not about to discuss the situation that openly.*

Why are you so reluctant to give me the details of what happened? It could be the difference between you being able to return to your chambers with your family or with just the child.

GT: *He held his hands behind his back, as was so usual for him. It showed even more the many cuts in his exocovering. Some were gone already, but the larger were harder to heal.* I am not your toy Jor'rel, to be manipulated at your whim. You neglect your duties if you keep me apart from Cadence. She will need my presence if she is to recover. And unlike what humans believe, speaking of certain issues does not aid in the healing process. In fact, they are quite... exposing. *he looked around, wishing for a window to stare out at nowhere and avoid the look in the others’ eyes. He read pity, and it was unnerving him!*

Sc: He is worried, *Sc'orr said quietly. He had not stopped watching the War Minister since he had arrived there.* 

Jor: Worried? For Cadence...

Sc: Perhaps worried is not the right word. Ashamed would be more accurate. He feels ashamed; he believes that he is to blame for this situation. He feels that he failed her.

GT: I do not recall you having been bred a psychoanalyst Sc'orr. *his eyes glowed in a rather un-Taelon manner. Recognising the signs, T'than looked away quickly.* And if you want answers, the least you could do is not to speak as though I am not present, and respect my silence!

Jor: *He had said nothing as T'than harshly admonished Sc'orr, but when he began to advance across the room towards him he interceded.* T'than! This will not solve anything! *He went so far as to take his upper arm firmly.* If you indeed feel this way it is natural, and accosting Sc'orr will not change anything. The guilt will still be there! 

GT: *He shook himself of the healer's grip and turned his back on both of them* You know nothing of guilt. *his emotions were in chaos, perhaps because he did not have Cadence around to help him understand and focus them. She was, after all, his dictionary, whenever he could not find the meaning of a new sensation; it was in her that he sought his answer. But for the moment, she was gone. He was alone. Because he had failed...*

Jor: *He let go and stepped back, continuing in his usual voice.* I am your healer, and if you respect the knowledge I possess, then listen to me now when I say that I have the schematics of the device L'syr used against you...and there is nothing that you could have done to stop him. He intended to incapacitate you...and then he intended to kill you, and had Sc'orr not come that is exactly what would have happened! Powerful as you are, you are not invincible.

GT: *He closed his eyes. Jor'rel's words... the truth in them stung. He let out a weary breath. He felt... exhausted. Physically and mentally.*

Jor: I am asking you one last time... please, tell me more of what happened. I must know... was the mating completed?

GT: *His body was nearly taken with a shiver. Just there, on the surface of his mind, stamped on the paleness of his eyelids was the image of Cadence... and L'syr... His hand came crashing against the nearest bit of furniture even before he could stop it. It hurt, but the pain was refreshing. It felt right somehow, to be punished for his failure.*

Sc: *His large hand blossomed open and he proffered a sparkling data crystal.* After I left the infirmary I went to the morgue, to make sure that Chandra's body was taken care of in the manner I requested. I discovered this clenched in her hand. It has what you wish to know contained in its recording.

Jor: You should have brought this to me immediately, *he said irritably, reaching for the crystal, but Sc'orr pulled it back.* I will need that...

GT: *He turned around, sharply, staring in disbelief at the little object that shone in Sc'orr's palm, and feeling more and more enraged with the older Taelon.* 

Sc: I wish to give T'than the opportunity to tell you in his own way Jor'rel. If he is unable, then I will give it to you in the hope that it will help you, help them. *They both turned then, their eyes both on the weakened and beleaguered form of the mighty War Minister.  Sc'orr wondered which had been worse - his former arrogance and pride, or the fact that now, he looked as though he had none left...*

GT: You have no right. If I chose to keep my silence, I have my reasons. I do not want what happened in that room to be revealed. It is not a matter of guilt. I merely wish to protect Cadence's dignity. *he walked towards the other two Taelons.* I will answer your questions. *T'than held out his hand, the meaning of his gesture quite clear.* But my cooperation has a price.

Jor: *He watched in silence as Sc'orr offered the crystal, though he was clearly reluctant. It sparkled in his fingers, hovering over T'than's palm for what seemed like forever before he released it, and a second later it had been swallowed up in a gesture too quick to see.*

GT: *It was a relief to have at least that little bit of control left. He could prevent others from seeing him weakened... and worse, changed! There was no possible way to tell what the content of that data crystal was. It would reveal more than Jor'rel was looking for; and far more than what T'than could afford to expose.*

Jor: Why would L'syr do such a thing? *He asked offhandedly, thinking out loud.* He has always expressed revulsion regarding your union with Cadence... *He shook his head.* It is most curious...

GT: No... *he shook his head.* It is not. You have myself as an example. I too once found humans repulsive. *he sketched a smirk with his lips* I still do, to some extent. Cadence is different. *he looked at Sc'orr then.* There is something about her that is alluring. If you have a hint of passion within you, she has the power to make it grow. 

Sc: *He had never been one to back down from T'than, but in that moment he could not hold his gaze. He looked away, keeping his silence, but remembering how Cadence had made him feel once - the desire...*

GT: *T'than faced the healer again, conscious that his tone had change to warning.* I fear L'syr's anger comes from his own frustration at knowing the fever of passion. He is in denial... *and the General knew well how it felt. It had taken him months to accept his change; and to see it as something positive.* But in his fury and confusion, he sought her out. His reasoning was completely altered. He was demented. And so, to get to her, he tried to destroy me, even if he denies this was the order of priorities for his actions. 

Jor: *He nodded, not wanting to interrupt. It was a rare occasion to see T'than so openly forthcoming.*

GT: Unfortunately, I was unprepared to stop him... He... forced a joining with her... *that was as far as he was willing to go for the moment. The memory was still fresh, and to speak calmly, without letting his hatred, hurt and frustration speak louder than his reason, was a titanic effort.*

Jor: Thank you General, *He said softly,* Now that I have a better idea of what happened, I believe that I know the main cause of the injuries that afflict her. Unlike you, she had few physical injuries, however her mind has closed in on itself. I had initially concluded that this was due to the shock she suffered witnessing Chandra Sheridan's death, but perhaps it was much more. *pause* During the time she was with L'syr, when they ma... when they were...together, were you linked with her and aware of what she was experiencing?

GT: *He had to repress a blush. His hand closed tightly against the crystal, making it pain against the sensitive centre of his palm.* Yes. 

Jor: I need to know... was the act completed? How did he exit the process? If it was sudden, the stresses of both the physical and mental withdrawal would be immense, cracking the fragile shell of her mind. *Perhaps it was that which now affected T'than; the War Minister had definitely suffered changes since he had last seen him.*

GT: You nearly sound enthusiastic about this, Jor'rel. What is it that you want to know? How deep he dug into her mind? Just which thoughts and memories he ravished? The emotions he made her feel? Just how loud the echo of my pain in her fragile body and the degree of her dread made her scream? *he was livid, so much so the colour of his features darkened momentarily, only to return to an unhealthy greyness, and he calmed down, his voice weary.* He raped her. In all the confusion of feelings... I could not really tell how deep L'syr forced himself inside her. I... believe he was not allowed to consummate the joining. There was... no synchrony between their energies or thoughts. *but that was, above all, mere wishful thinking. Nothing had been proved as to the need of mutual consent to create a child.*

Jor: I am sorry... *He meant the words genuinely; it was difficult to bear T'than's pain laid naked in that room, still bleeding with torment.* I did not mean to sound as anything other than as your healer who is in need of this information.

*He turned to wave open a stream.* Her test results should be complete by now. If L'syr did not complete what he began, I doubt that there will be a child... but the possibility exists that...*He let his own words fall away into silence; why alarm T'than if there was no reason?*

GT: *The energy froze in his pathways for what seemed like a small eternity. T'than felt cold and empty inside. He had not given that thought any consideration until that moment.*

Jor: *He quickly scanned through a long list of data but his eyes honed in on one small string of symbols that looked so benign in what they revealed and yet, everything else faded away around them.* Sha'bra! *It was unusual for him to use expletives and he saw Sc'orr look his way with alarm.* L'syr was successful; there is a child... 

GT: *He looked beyond Jor'rel, as if he wanted his eyes to pierce the many virtual glass walls that stood between him and Cadence. She had not come out of her ordeal. He could not feel her, he could not scan her, and suddenly despair was in his eyes as he focused back on the healer.* There cannot be. *in truth... there could. Only, his mind could not accept it.* I pushed him off of her. Chandra Sheridan disengaged the energy field that kept me imprisoned and I separated them. *yes... but when he had regressed, his link with Cadence had broken. For a moment... she had been truly alone with L'syr and...* 

Jor: Nevertheless...a child was created. *He shook his head.* I am so sorry. *Apologies, and over what should be joyous news.*

GT: No, I refuse to even consider the possibility! *but he sounded as though he was speaking to himself. Could his failure had been so complete?*

Jor: We will find a way to remedy this situation I promise you...

Sc: How? You cannot seriously be considering termination; the child is innocent - the Synod would never allow...

Jor: I know this!

Sc: T'than, I implore you in the name of all that is decent to deny termination. Do not rush into a decision with haste, that is all that I ask.

GT: *His eyes already spoke of his intent long before his lips molded the words.* And what of Cadence, Sc'orr? *he sounded like a snake, each word an angry hiss* Do you expect L'syr to be a good parent to this child? It is innocent, yes, but I will not sacrifice my mate, and my own child so that L'syr's bastard can live! *his blue eyes were but slits* He will let her die! The child will leech on Cadence until she has no energy left, unless its father is willing to replenish her energy. Of course this would mean she would have to be raped countless times before the birth, at which time she would perish for lack of aid in delivering the child! And in the process... so would T'lana for lack of a mother! Does it still seem _decent_ to you to sacrifice three lives so that this “innocent” may be given a faraway chance at life?! *Three... yes... for surely he himself would no make it after losing his link to life*

Sc: Of course not! *He said in the face of T'than's fury.* Their lives should come first but perhaps...a way can be found that none of them need be sacrificed...

Jor: *He was listening with one ear as they bickered but most of his focus had been diverted back to the test results. Something was very odd!* Wait, both of you! These results...they are very strange... *He was just about to elaborate when a keening alarm filled the room with it's low, metallic gong.*

Sc: What has occurred?

Jor: Someone has breached my protocols and entered Cadence's room. Come with me!

GT: Cadence... *Despite his weakness, he stormed past Jor'rel and Sc'orr and hastily headed to Cadence's room. She was still away; he could not feel her thoughts. But there was someone there. At first he distinguished only a tall and lithe figure that held a bundle in his arms as he stood close to Cadence... too close! T'than's first thought was to strike and kill, for his mind saw L'syr standing there, looking at HIS Cadence, holding a bastard child in his arms, contemplating his victory.

But something held him back. There was a hand in his arm. Strong, the grip was painful. He pushed himself away from that grip and turned from the scene. Sc'orr had held him... and once T'than looked back, he saw not L'syr's... but the face of a much older enemy.* Zo'or...

Z: *He had been sitting on the bridge, his stormy demeanor causing the volunteers to look more ant-like than usual as they hastily performed their duties in an attempt not to bring his rage upon themselves. Jor'rel was not due for nearly an hour but Zo'or did not feel like waiting. Besides, he preferred the element of surprise; it made lies so much easier to detect.

His Protector was dead; it was absolutely unacceptable! She had been just what he needed - someone far more malleable than Naor'rin had been. She would have been the perfect agent to do his bidding, ready to take the fall in his place and... Zo'or had to admit that she was attractive enough to have sated the sexual needs that had been building up over the period since he had shunned his former lover. He had been waiting for the right moment to approach her - Chandra would never have refused him.

Once in the infirmary a meek nurse had pointed him in the direction of the restricted area. No one had stopped him from proceeding; he was after all, the Synod leader. Overriding the codes keeping the door locked he had entered a room, surprised to find no one there but the patient - Cadence Blue. The child was stirring, whimpering and he had not hesitated to pick her up. Naor'rin could have given him a child like this; she should have! A healer like Jor'rel could have made it possible for them to conceive despite his sterility; Jor'rel would have found a way. Why was he forever denied a legacy? It was so unfair!

The child cried louder but her mother did not stir. He leaned forward and touched a warm, bare shoulder.* Cadence? *She turned in her sleep but did not awaken. Though not possessed of the Amazon beauty of Naor'rin, she was beautiful in her own way; childlike. Lost in the fantasy of holding his own child, he caressed his young mate's face.*

GT: *T'than tensed up, and it seemed Jor'rel noticed for the healer walked past him and barricaded his path.*

Jor: This room is sealed for a reason Zo'or. What right have you to countermand my orders?

Z: *The fragile dream ended, shattered under the hostility of the old healer's voice.* The right of the Synod leader, Jor'rel. You forget yourself, and whom you are addressing. *T'than nearly pushed Jor'rel aside, stepping to the forefront.* 

GT: You could have waited elsewhere. They need rest. What do you want Zo'or? *somehow he found the strength to look up into Zo'or's eyes, unwaveringly. To him, it made little difference if he was or not the Synod Leader. The situation was above mere protocol for him; she was his mate and that was his child. Leader or not, Zo'or did not possess the right to interfere. Well, in truth he did. But T'than had learned the meaning of individuality and privacy. And he was very protective of both.*

Z: There was no one here, *He looked down at the baby.* The infant began to cry; I was merely attempting to awaken her mother... *Was that his voice that sounded so flustered?*

GT: You have no reason to be here. Your business is with Jor'rel... Not with Cadence or T’lana. *The predator in him sensed a hint of weakness in his adversary, and it molded the tone of his words to a near command.* Give me back _my_ daughter Zo'or.

Z: *He composed himself immediately.* Do not attempt to read into events what does not exist; I was attempting to quiet the child - nothing more. *He relinquished T'lana, disregarding her and stepping over to address Jor'rel.* You have a report?

Jor: Yes...

Z: Then I suggest you deliver it. My time is limited, and now that I must procure another Protector it is even more so. *He glared harshly at Jor'rel and then at Sc'orr. Stoking his anger and directing it at them made it easier to focus and not look at T'than and his family, seeing himself and Naor'rin in their place. Envy evolved; at that moment he positively hated T'than... more than he had ever hated him in the past!*

GT: *Once he found T'lana in his arms again, he allowed himself to relax. At once Zo'or was gone from his perception and he headed to the bed's head. Cadence slept still. The picture reminded him of a human's fairytale that told of a princess, jinxed to sleep for eternity, or until the prince would come to kiss her and break the spell. T'than was there... but, this jinx he could not break.

Gently he brought the sheet over her shoulder, his fingers lingering on her face. They had been thrown a most dreadful curse! Cadence... his Cadence... polluted in such way...

The anger burned across his skin with a blush. It was difficult not to entertain thoughts of vengeance and murder. T'lana cried in his lap and at once T'than removed his fingers from Cadence's silken skin. He was affecting them. He quieted T'lana, letting his mind graze hers with soothing thoughts and then turned back to the cradle, placing her gently in it.* Rest little one. *he let some of his energy flow to the child's body, to render her asleep. She was probably hungry, and Cadence was in no state to nourish her* Sha'bra... *he hissed to himself as both his hands gripped a little too strongly at the cradle's edges.*

Jor: *His eyes, as did the gazes of the others, found T'than, noting his words uttered in frustration.* Shall we adjourn to another room? *He asked in a hushed voice.* They need rest...

Z: I find this room perfectly adequate for you to make your report, *He said haughtily, raising his chin. He was enjoying T'than's predicament; he knew the War Minister wanted him gone and so he chose to do just the opposite.* I have not the time or patience to traipse around this infirmary waiting for you to tell me what can be told right here. Now, proceed!

Jor: Very well. The preliminary results from Chandra Sheridan's autopsy show that she died as a result of a defensive energy burst from Defense Minister L'syr. 

Z: What reason would L'syr have to kill my Protector?

Jor: Perhaps you should ask L'syr that question.

Z: I am asking you.

Jor: I must defer your question to Sc'orr.

Sc: *Zo'or's eyes glinted with irritation and he began calmly, collecting what he had planned to say so he could get it over with...but not before he said a silent apology to Chandra. He was about to ruin her name beyond repair.* As you know from her record, Miss Sheridan has displayed, shall we say, hostility towards Taelons which seems to have begun after it was revealed that Cadence was pregnant with T'than's child. There was the unfortunate incident with T'than that led me to remove her as my Protector. 

Z: You do intend to enlighten me with the facts that I do not know, correct? Or do you intend to be your usual self and bore me to death?

Sc: *He ignored the younger Taelon's comments and went on as though he had not heard them.* When you reinstated Chandra into the Protector Service she apparently decided to use her new status as your Protector to continue her hostilities. She planted a portable ID emitter on Cadence while visiting her in this facility while she was having her checkup. Yesterday, Cadence unknowingly activated it, bringing her to Chandra, who took her to L'syr... for what purpose we shall never know. According to L'syr's report which will be submitted with my own, Chandra then went mad, attempting to kill both he and Cadence.*

GT: *T'than was listening in the distance, but every word was crystal clear to him. Such a great lie. Sc'orr was better at being a Taelon than he sometimes gave himself credit for. It was incredibly frustrating though to watch while L'syr was being acquitted from his crime. A crime... that had left behind too great of evidence to conceal in the future.*

Sc: L'syr was able to protect the girl, but Chandra then made an attempt on T'than's life when he arrived to help Cadence. Chandra discharged her Exolink, wounding him and would have killed him had L'syr not intervened. You are extremely fortunate Zo'or; she might have come for you next....

Z: Your concern for me is endearing, Sc'orr, *he said dryly, but inwardly he could not but agree with him. She would have killed him too. He had never been so wrong in his life in the choosing of those in his direct service. Here he had believed that she would do anything for him when in all likelihood she was plotting his demise! This realization did not help his already ill mood. He looked over at Cadence again.* You said that L'syr protected her but yet she appears unwell. Why?

GT: *He looked down at Cadence, aware that Zo'or's eyes were turned his way and that his own would easily betray Sc'orr's convenient report. There was too much anger there, too much hurt laid bare in the deep blueness of his stare. He touched his hand to his uniform. The crystal was just there, beneath the surface of his torn jumpsuit, with the whole truth. What T'than wished would come out for justice sake... and all the rest that would doom them all.*

Jor: *He could see suspicion churning just beneath the anger in the leader's eyes. Yet more lies cloaked in logic would be needed to quell his curiosity, but the best lies were always layered with some truths.* T'than, though standing before us, is still recovering from his injuries, which were and are severe. The shock of them being incurred transpired through their bond; she is fragile and thus her reaction was as you can see...

Z:  *He was still studying Cadence but his eyes turned in their sockets to regard Jor'rel.* Indeed... 

Is there anything that you wish to add, War Minister, which would be useful in this investigation? Anything that our esteemed Ambassador and healer have... left out?

GT: Sc'orr has based his report on the information he received out of questioning me. I... *how he wanted to gnaw on something!!!* ...see no fault with what he stated. He managed to filter well what I revealed into a coherent report. *he straightened up as he spoke, his fingers brushing softly at the tiny bump that was the data crystal. It had never been harder to do what should be so natural in a Taelon: to lie.* There is nothing else to be added. You own all the facts.

C - *All conversation came to a halt when she screamed and had she been aware, Cadence might have enjoyed making all the Taelons jump, but she was not aware. Her wide green eyes found Zo'or but in her wounded mind's eye she saw L'syr standing there and she pointed at him.*

GET OUT! You... you killed Chandra!

Z: I most certainly did not. *He smirked at her, looking at her bared body just long enough to be inappropriate before looking back up at her flushed face.*

C - You did and I hate you!

Z : Your hysterics have awakened your baby. Perhaps you should tend to her before casting unfounded accusations.

GT: *The shock of hearing her voice without having sensed her return rendered him unresponsive for a moment. He turned back to Cadence, a purely reflexive motion. There was a cry in the back of his mind, and he could not discern to whom it belonged: was it the echo of Cadence's upon awakening; or maybe it was T'lana's distressed weep... or maybe the sound of his own despair.* Cadence... *he turned to the other Taelons.* You should have taken this discussion out of this room *immediately,* *T'than turned to his mate and tried to place himself between her and the others.* Calm yourself... #Cadence... it is I. All is well...# *but he could not reach her*

Jor: Zo'or please let us continue this elsewhere...

C - BABY! I won't give you what you want I won't! I'd rather die! *She struggled against T'than's arms without knowing it, fighting him without seeing him.* I won't give you what you want! I won't give you the satisfaction!

Z: Chandra's madness must have been contagious; I have no interest whatsoever in your child.

C - LIAR! You filthy liar!

GT: #Cadence... please...# *her mind was closed behind iron doors it seemed, and he did not posses the strength to drill deep enough to make her listen to him. Just trying was taxing him.* Leave! All of you! *he demanded at last, turning to Zo'or.* Your presence is disturbing her!

Jor: Zo'or, this is pointless and not healthy for my patient - let us go! *He had to get Zo'or out of there; he knew who Cadence was truly talking to and if she uttered L'syr's name their entire subterfuge would collapse! Sc'orr saw his distress and began to move them all toward the door.* You *are* the leader Zo'or, but when your presence endangers my patients my command may supersede yours. *T'than was admirable in his efforts but he was blushing transparent again filling the old healer with great apprehension but fortunately, Zo'or seemed to be as eager to leave as they were for him to exit.*

Z: *Looking at T'than* She is... insane!

GT: *The anger took over despair for the moment he glanced at Zo'or. But he was undeserving of his attentions. The sound of distress in Cadence's words and the physical pull of her aura were torture. He had to find a way to calm her; so in all her struggle he got a hold of her hands.* Look... Look at me... Look into my eyes Cadence! *he pulled her, roughly, shaking her body. He saw the fear in her eyes, the despair. His own emotions were mirrored there, and returned to him in tenfold for all the ability to feel in her body.* He is gone. I sent him away. *his palm was seeking hers, but T'than did not quite know if it would be wise to force an entrance. Her body had been too recently traumatized by a similar experience. She could well reject him, and he had no way to divert the shock of being denied.* Please... let me in... 

~*~

Sc: *Once in the corridor, the door to Cadence's room solid behind them he allowed himself to relax, and it was not just in relief that their plan was still in one piece; the emotions coming from the girl were so strong and unfocused that he was certain they had affected each Taelon there to some extent. They had certainly affected him to the point of discomfort.*

Jor: I must return to them. I will make the further details of our report available to you post haste Zo'or.

Z: I expect nothing less. I shall await them on the bridge. *He turned and began to walk away, the vice inside of him loosening its grip. Naor'rin would have been stronger. If only she were waiting for him now, her rich voice soothing the pain he felt, her arms offering a needed embrace and the calm that had been shattered in his being by Cadence's hateful and confusing words. 

He began to feel cold, as cold as the darkened chambers that awaited him.*

~*~

C - *A cold, crisp breeze came to open the darkness of her mind and she became aware of his brilliance. She wondered how T'than had come so fast, but when she finally noticed him she fell against him, her voice almost lost in their child's cries.* I didn't give him what he wanted! *Her curls brushed his weak chest as she shook her head back and forth, over and over again, crying into his shoulder.* I didn't! I didn't let him in I swear T'than... I swear it! I didn't give him a child!

GT: *She was back... He had never known such relief as in that moment. He pulled her closer to him, his left hand caressing the tangled curls at the back of her head as his other was busy playing with her fingers.* You were very brave. You did what you could Cadence. *his petting became a strong embrace; perhaps too strong. He had to force himself to relax a little. How could he tell her?

C - No...not brave...not brave...*she wept, her face still buried against him.* I was so scared that you would die! Please don't leave me!

GT: *Fearing that she might perceive his thoughts, he pulled away altogether. Seeing the sadness in the largeness of her green eyes, he whispered softly.* I am just going to bring T'lana to you. *the child was in such distress. He picked her up, gently, rocking her softly in his arms before placing her in Cadence's* Our daughter Cadence. You did what you had to do to protect us both. *he sat down on the bed and kissed Cadence on the forehead, waiting for her to hold out her arms and receive T'lana.* No matter what is to come, they cannot take her from us. *It took his daughter some time to relax as it seemed Cadence was still somewhat apprehensive. The baby shifted and whined softly. T'than tried to smile, to reassure his mate, but it took quite an effort to accomplish sincerity.* She must be hungry... 

C - Our daughter...*The words were breathed in a whispered sigh. L'syr had wanted a child too... and she would have never laid eyes on T'lana again. She finally reached for her and once the warm little being was in her arms she leaned down to kiss her pink little cheeks, whispering softly to her, quieting her distress. She moved so T'than could hold them both and she stroked his grayish cheek, looking into his eyes.* You need rest T'than... you are exhausted - I can feel it... 

GT: *He took hold of her hand and kissed it gently.* I am weary, but I can postpone my own rest for your ease.

C - *T'lana began to cry again, her tiny legs kicking at the air.* I'm sorry I was asleep for so long... I won't neglect you again... *She kissed her again and soon the baby was cradled against her breast, suckling contentedly. Cadence's tears fell the child as she said,* L'syr hurt you so much T'than! I'm sorry for what I have caused. If you died it would have happened because of me... all because of me... Even Chandra would still be alive. Had I not come... L'syr would have had no reason to kill her!

GT: There is no point in placing blame Cadence. We both had our share of guilt in what happened, but none of us could have controlled either L'syr or Chandra. *he had tried, but regrettably, with L'syr, it had backfired.* There is nothing you could have done. They would have found a way to get to you, or me. *he kissed the top of her head* Dry your tears. You have shed enough on their account Cadence. Your grief is more than they deserve. *Yes, Chandra had helped in the end but, even her death could not atone for all that she had done. Not for T'than at least.* Focus on T'lana now... *but seeing her hold their daughter, T'than could not help that his thoughts were polluted by a similar image. Only T'lana was replaced by another, and Cadence wept for other reasons...*

Jor: *Sc'orr had left to deliver the reports that would make L'syr look like a hero rather than the cold-blooded murderer he was, and now Jor'rel would need to tend to his patients and persuade them to nurture a child that they could not possibly want. He was treated to a more positive sight upon entering Cadence's room; T'than was sitting on the bed, Cadence held in his arms while she nursed T'lana. He was whispering to her and she looked as though she had been crying. T'lana stopped feeding, looking at him with curious turquoise eyes and he smiled down at her.* Your new accommodations are ready. If you are both feeling strong enough to walk I will escort you there. They will be guarded at all times and they are secure behind a barrier that even Zo'or cannot deactivate without my clearance.

C - Zo'or? What does he have to do with anything? Did he try to come here? *She had risen and she could feel T'than wrapping a sheet around her. From the corner of her eyes she caught T'than shaking his head once and giving Jor'rel a warning look.* What...?

Jor: General, are you well enough to walk? I would be happy to offer assistance...

GT: *He sounded offended, though in truth T'than knew his paleness betrayed his tone of voice.* Did I not make my own way into this room Jor'rel? *he was standing just behind Cadence as to avoid her inquisitive stare.* Lead the way.

C - *It was a relatively short walk to their new rooms. They were ushered by two volunteers and once inside Jor'rel gave T'than the unlock and deactivation codes for the room. Then they appeared to speak of mundane things while Jor'rel had T'than lie on a large bed that was located in a room separate of the one Cadence explored now. The chambers created for them were rather nice, not hinting that they were really in a hospital. It looked like a moderately sized and well-appointed apartment. Cadence was reminded of their living room with its sleek and modern furniture. The bedroom was the same, making her wish for the lushness of her own room. But at least the bed would be comfortable, where they could sleep together and be with their baby; a pod-like cradle was nearby.

She came to stand quietly in the doorway to watch Jor'rel as he ran a scanner over T'than's body. T'lana gurgled happily and said something in baby talk. Both Taelons immediately stopped their conversation and looked at her. In fact, they had been casting her strange looks ever since they had arrived in these rooms.* Would you both stop looking at me as though I had grown a second head? What's wrong?

Jor: *He motioned for T'than to rise and then spoke.* Cadence, you are still quite ill; you need rest and T'lana is rubbing her eyes as well. Your beds await you. *He smiled.*

C - I don't really feel sick anymore.

Jor: I know, *he replied gently,* but nonetheless, you must rest. T'than will be joining you shortly, after he and I converse. We will leave you to your privacy now.

C - I'll put T'lana down and join you! *she said happily.*

Jor: No Cadence, *her expression changed when he became firm.* I am sorry, *he amended softly,* but it is a private matter. *In truth, it was her pregnancy, but her mind needed further healing before they dared reveal it.*

C - But... I'd rather be out there with you! *she pouted in frustration; they were treating her like T'lana!* I don't want to sleep without T'than!

GT: *He had been sitting on the gurney, just listening to the back and forth bantering between Cadence and the healer. It amused him to see her spirits returned and feeding upon Jor'rel's patience; but his own enjoyment lasted little time. What Jor'rel had revealed thus far was unsettling. The moment of distraction from cruel reality lasted but a short while and the fall back to here and now was painful. In a jump, he was standing and heading her way.*

Jor: *He said nothing as T'than took her arm and led her away, leaving him alone in the sitting room to wait to have what would surely be a most unpleasant conversation.*

~*~

C - *She sat on the edge of the bed sullenly toying with the sheet wrapped around her and watching while T'than smiled and talked to T'lana until she was quiet. Soon the cradle rocked on the air, tinkling music playing to lull her into happy sleep.* T'than, whatever you are going to talk about... well... I have a feeling that it has something to do with me. I should be involved! 

GT: I will not keep secrets from you Cadence. *he turned from the sleeping child and faced her.* But what we are going to discuss is a matter for later. Go back to rest. In your condition, you need it more than I do. 

C - But I don't want to rest! *She quieted herself, looking furtively over at the cradle.* I want to be there. I demand to be!

GT: You yourself said I was exhausted. Do not force me to consume my strength any further in arguing with you. *he was looking down at her.* Stay here. Rest. We will converse later.

C - *She folded her arms and sulked for a moment, but when he did not waver, her shoulders sagged and she lay down on the bed. She was so close to arguing and going with him regardless of anything he said but, her disobedience had brought them here; she was not prepared to make it any worse. The sheet around her peeled away and T'than brought the covers up around her neck.* I won't sleep you know; I will still be awake when you get back. *She nodded the affirmation to herself.

The lights dimmed and he stepped back out into the sitting room, but barely had the door closed and plunged the room back into darkness that his stubborn mate was already asleep.*

~*~

Jor: *He was once more reviewing Cadence's tests when he heard the whoosh of the door vanishing and then solidifying.* Are you certain she will not be joining us? 

GT: Yes, I have made sure of that. Given recent events... I do not believe she will be keen on testing my demands so prematurely *he noticed the stream Jor'rel was looking at, but the General was too far away to make any sense of it yet.*

Jor: *He looked up finally* Her mental state requires further rebuilding before she is burdened with this unfortunate news... and I do not wish her emotions to further tax you. Any shock to your system T'than would be detrimental to you. 

GT: Do not be so concerned Jor'rel. I am not a General by chance. *but in that instance, he was just pretending to act indifferent. He was anything but. This was not just a matter of life and death. This was Cadence.*

Jor: I will try and keep this as brief as possible and after I leave, your orders are to rest with her under the shower for at least twenty-four hours. I will see to it that you are offered no disturbance.

GT: *He nodded in acquiescence.* Do not lag anymore. What are her options?

Jor: Sit down, please. *He waited for the other to comply, his words becoming serious.* I must know how you want this situation handled; despite Sc'orr's feelings about this, it is really not his decision. T'than... I could take Cadence to surgery in the morning - she need never know what happened, but if I do, you must bury the information deeply into your own mind.

GT: The information would have to be... erased, altogether. It is hypocritical to want the hybrid to die especially when we preach that in these hybrids lie the future of our species. But... in this instance, having experienced parenthood, it is safe to say Cadence will die if she is made to carry this child until its birth. And I will not lose her. *his eyes gleamed at the utterance of the last words.* So, do what you must to make sure of that.

Jor: *He nodded slowly.* Very well. I will abide by your decision. There is another alternative...where you are concerned, that is; I could remove the knowledge of the pregnancy from your mind as well. It is so new that it would be relatively uncomplicated to pinpoint, with a low risk of side effects.

GT: You worry too much about my mental state. I wish to remember Jor'rel... In fact, if we are to survive, I need the knowledge of that night. L'syr is my enemy now, and I require the justification for that. *plus, he wanted vengeance. His words did not say that clearly, but his tone was a whole different issue.*

Jor: *He nodded solemnly and went back to the data and preparing notes for the procedure. No one would assist him - the termination would be on his conscience alone. He told himself that the child was but a few minute bits of energy - it was not even old enough to form a link with its parents, but to snuff out a life, no matter how small, was extremely disturbing to him. But there was the child who lived already to consider; T'than was right - she would die without her mother.

He had just opened the scans taken of Cadence's body - it was these that had struck him as odd earlier, but in the chaos he had not had time to really look at them. The child... it was quite visible already - still extremely small but...*

Gods! T'than... look at this...

GT: *He arched a brow and came closer, both hands behind his back in that oh so T’than-esque way* What is the matter Jor'rel?

Jor: This child... it exhibits development of several weeks... perhaps three... *he looked up and right into T'than's pale and stunned expression.* This baby… there is no way it could be L'syr's. *He smiled with something close to delight.* It is your baby T'than.  

GT: Impossible! *but was it?! It was not like he and Cadence practiced celibacy. But T'lana had been conceived in very special circumstances. The joining had been beyond complete, and they had both been aware of it.* We have... *it was odd to speak of his personal life – especially since privacy was such a new concept to T'than* ...shared after T'lana's birth but, we never came close to a full joining. *he was overwhelmed with the news, yet... the stream did not lie.* Are you sure of this Jor'rel?

Jor: Absolutely; this child could not be L'syr's. Its development exceeds that of a fetus only a day old.

GT: *Then it struck him - as hard as a slap across the face. The time of the regression, little more than two weeks ago. He had been out of control, dressed in the skin of his primitive ancestry, driven by nothing but animalistic lust and the sense of ownership.* Three weeks...

Jor: *He studied the data again.* Approximately. I cannot pinpoint the exact age, but I am certain this child is two-and-a-half to three weeks old. *He looked at the other quizzically.* You just said that you have been intimate, correct?

GT: *His eyes were still stuck on the little screen so it took him some time to reply. Reality was there, made into shades of blue, black and white in that small display. A tiny form, not yet fully developed into its future shape, but it was unmistakably present. His child... another child...* Yes... But, we did not go as far as a full joining. It was still too early. I was worried for Cadence's health, plus the Ka'atha'am cycle had not come around to the point where a child could be begotten. *he was dumbstruck* It makes no sense... 

Jor: I told you during one of our early meetings that this was possible, and also...that you would suffer the Ka'atha'am no more.. While it is sooner than I expected, I fully anticipated that Cadence would be needing my services again. *He smiled softly* This is a wonderful occurrence; our species will flourish again.

GT: So it seems... *still, despite the amazing news, T'than could not hold back his apprehension. It was his child yes... but a dark child. The offspring of his primitive side, and the ultimate evidence of his regression. He had to hope it would be perfectly Taelon, just as T'lana was in her way.*

Jor: *His large eyes scanned through more data, reading and rereading, correlating and analyzing. All was well, but then, he paused over one segment, a frown creasing his forehead.* This is odd... How can this..? 

GT: What is it? Is there something abnormal about the fetus? *he had been dreading that. His hands were closed tightly behind his back, concentrating his tension as they closed onto themselves in a painful way.*

Jor: *He shook his head once.* I was looking over my readings and some of the information is not in order...at least, I thought it was not. It is regarding the child's gender...

GT: What about it? It will assume its mother's gender, the same as T'lana.

Jor: *He looked over at T'than, the frown becoming deeper.* No, this child is not female.

He had known even before he said it what T'than's conclusion would be; it was the most logical one.* No, the child is not like us - not without gender. I do not know how it is possible but... this infant is male.

GT: Impossible! *he moved his eyes over the same data that Jor'rel had been studying.* Taelons are not gendered. At least... that is the norm. I have not noticed any such drastic change to my genetic build. *but to his physiology, he had... a transformation that had occurred precisely when the child had been conceived, according to Jor'rel's findings. He looked inquisitively at the healer.*

Jor: I am sure that you are aware that our biggest obstacle when attempting to breed our kind with the humans was that we cannot offer the needed chromosomes to beget male children. But when the hybrid studies were abandoned it was not a problem we pursued, naturally. 

GT: *He nodded. Despite a few aberrations... Taelons had been genderless since... the old days. And in the old days... they had not been Taelons in the true sense of the word.*

Jor: When I came here after hearing the news of what you and Cadence had achieved I opened all the old studies; if other Taelons agreed to take human mates I would need to solve the problem of us producing only females... and yet you have done it. *He leaned forward, his gaze intense, serious, and almost angry.* You must tell me how you have achieved this; No Taelon has produced a male child since the dark days of our prehistory... when we ourselves were like the humans... and the Jaridians. When we too were female... or male.

GT: I assure you, I have not suffered any transformation to my physiology. If I had, I am sure that in your most recent exams of me you would have discovered it.  

Jor: *He nodded.* Yes, I would have. However, with the exception of some emotional changes, you are as close to your original self as you ever were. *His eyes darkened.* At least...you were. This child is male when it cannot possibly be. It is unprecedented.

GT: There is... an occurrence that might explain it...

Jor: *nod* Proceed.

GT: *He walked ahead, moving away from the healer so he was talking to him from over his shoulder.* I did not make much of it at the time. Something 'different' did happen two and a half weeks ago. *he looked down, as if pensive. Behind his back, his hands changed position so it was now the right holding the left, instead of the other way around* On account of Cadence's mischief and her disobedience of my direct order I... lost control. I was not quite myself. Maybe our bonding then took us both farther than we expected it to. *he turned around, looking at his palms as the Shaquarava lit in them* I fear... that Cadence's influence over my ancient side was not limited to this... *he raised his chin to face Jor'rel I regressed. 

Jor: *He gently took T'than's upturned palms into his own, feeling the heat from their glow on his face. His face remained downcast and only his eyes moved questioningly to T'than's.* You... became male, did you not, with all that such implies?

GT: The memories of the time of the regression are blurred. I find it hard to access them, and frankly, I avoid them. But, yes... for those moments I assumed the characteristics of a male.

Jor: *He let go and turned back to the datastream, waving it off.* When you are sufficiently rested I will need to know all of the details; there had to have been a catalyst to force a change beyond an emotional one.

GT: Perhaps... *yet, with L'syr... it had been his anger alone to cause the regression which lifted considerable concerns. Two episodes of regression with such little space to separate them; it unsettled him. Looking down at his palms T'than couldn't help but feel a tingle of dread.* In any case, it is disturbing. Fortunately I was able to rejoin the Commonality, and appearances were kept. But what of the next time?

Jor: *He sat down, offering a reassuring look to his patient.* T'than, during your trial, you will recall Sc'orr speaking of how Cadence had been changed, and how you had been changed as well. It was unknown at that time just how far either of you might evolve, or devolve as the case may be - it is still somewhat unclear. But I have kept detailed records on the both of you and be assured that nothing that has transpired so far is beyond the realm of possibility.

GT: *He arched a brow* How so? I guarantee that if the others knew of this... they would find it all but reasonable. To them, it is _not_ a possibility.

Jor: If our race is to survive, they must. There is simply no other choice. Please sit and allow me to explain. I have not had cause to speak of this with you until now, but, your regression, if you wish to call it that, may  have been impossible to avoid. You may have brought it on prematurely during a severe emotional state, but it is possible that it would have come on its own... eventually.

GT: *He closed his palms, extinguishing the Shaquarava.* I do not see the connection, nor the benefits in regressing to the atavistic state. 

Jor: Recall our ancestors, General. They had emotions. With emotions, they had Shaquarava, and with Shaquarava... they had gender. *He quirked his lips in a lopsided grin.* You already have an emotional template. Look in your palms. Think about it - you now have two of the three basics that have made it possible for you to embark on this journey. Our people must accept a few steps backward in order for us to take an amazing leap forward!

GT: If you mean to reassure me, know that you are failing miserably. If this becomes a pattern and it happens to the others that decide to take humans as mates - Jor'rel: it is not a simple change. The Taelon species will cease to exist! 

Jor: Come now, General. Do not adopt the attitudes of those who opposed you at your trial. Our race as we know it will change yes, but what will spring forth from the old will be Taelon - just a new breed of Taelon.

GT: *He paused, to arrange the thoughts running rampant in his mind* I lost control of my will... This was not supposed to happen. What will become of Cadence? *he retreated both his hands to their usual position.* What will become of us if I regress permanently?

Jor: You seem alarmed over the timing of your new baby's creation. T'than, I will be here, and I will be diligent and watchful over mother and child. You are not going to become Atavus - that is my medical opinion, and this child would have happened eventually, because, in my medical opinion, your gender was inevitable... and someday I feel that it will become your permanent state. Cadence has changed; the price for that is your own.*

GT: I am concerned. *he paced the room, back and forth, before stopping before the healer again.* There are some among us that are different, but as far as I am informed, they have always been different. They did not change. Least of all because of the influence of an alien species.

Jor: *Yes, that was true enough, he thought. But Jor'rel had always looked at them as nature's way of safeguarding their species - the ones who would not be bound by perfection and thus not frozen into barenness.*

GT: Amongst her kind, Cadence stands out due to her uniqueness. But if ever there was a Taelon more attached to the Taelon ways than I, he must have come before my time. Yet... I am changing. But into what? *he felt the tingle in his palms already.* I can control the Shaquarava, but not the process of regression. If your predictions are wrong, and the regression becomes permanent, what will become of Cadence and the already existing child? 

Jor: Why do you insist on looking for trouble? It will make itself known on its own. We need not add to it with speculation...

GT: Only as an Atavus did I possess gender Jor'rel. And thru that change, a child was conceived. A male child. *he closed his eyes for a moment, exhaling audibly.* What does this make of him. *greener eyes than those normally Taelon were revealed as they stared into Jor'rel's What will he be. Taelon. Or Atavus?

Jor: As I have stated, I believe your change was inevitable. We are becoming a race of emotion again, and only through it can we survive. Cadence will be your guide, T'than. Your union is for far more than procreation; have you not taught her what it means to be Taelon? Did you not show her how to survive a joining? Let her teach you what it means to be human then. We need not fall into chaos as we did before. The humans will guide us.

GT: Humans... they are even more of a confused species than we are. *he realised just how deep he was allowing his emotions to run. With a moment's pause, he pulled himself together. In his weakened condition it was increasingly difficult to hold his changes at bay. The tingle on his skin and palms did not fool him as to his state. Jor'rel was correct: there was no point speculating. He smirked to himself; just months ago he would have reprimanded others for allowing speculation to rule over logical and objective thought. T'than was indeed changed beyond recognition. Perhaps... changing physically was a way to reach a balance. He could not be Taelon in appearances only. Trying to hold on to it seemed to enhance his inner conflict.*

Jor: *He waved up a new stream, this one showing Cadence as she slept, and he turned to look into T'than's altered eyes, completely at ease.* You asked what your chi... your son, will be. Look there, at Cadence. *He then pointed to a wall hanging made of pieces of colored glass and mirror.* Look at yourself. He will be just what you see in those two images - nothing more and nothing less. 

 

GT: *He followed Jor'rel's eyes. Cadence slept peacefully. All the innocence of the world seemed to be back in her features. Indeed, one had to wonder if she would ever be able to conceive evil. But... when T'than looked at himself, he saw two images. His own reflection, and another, a shadow, just lurking in the background menacing to engulf him.* Indeed... *he looked away, back at Cadence. *

 

Jor: *Gathering his research he nodded and went to the door.* Rest now. I will call on you tomorrow. 

 

GT: *He nodded at the healer and watched him rise and walk to the door. Suddenly, T'than was again aware of his extreme fatigue. It was once more hard to stand, his thoughts were sluggish even though the feeling of deep concern persisted. For once he had doubts and fears. Control over his future was not his. It seemed this day had been destined to prove to him just how insignificant his will could be in the grand scheme of things. He took Jor'rel's place and sat before the stream, his eyes lost in the dancing symbols before him.*  

Jor: *He left the mighty General alone with his fretful thoughts and the glimmering datastream; only time would alleviate his doubts, as well as the sight of his new baby. He was certain that everything would be all right, but T'than's adamant concerns tried to cloud is optimism; T'than's children were the beginning of what would be a new beginning for the Taelons. At least, that is what he hoped for with all his heart.*
Book Fifteen
Part Two
A Second Miracle

*Cadence had drifted off quickly after T'than had gone to speak with Jor'rel, but had awakened with a start a while later. Their voices were still a wordless drone through the closed door, but something had pulled her from her dreams. At first she thought that T'than had been deeply shocked over something, but by the time she had fully awakened and tried to probe his thoughts it was gone - as if it had never been there. 

She laid back and closed her eyes again; it must have been a disquieting fit of imagination - her mind recovering from the trauma of barely one day ago.

Sleep encroached again and Cadence's last thoughts before it took her were of Chandra. Memories of childhood and drowsy summer afternoons spent together as they grew up, laying down plans for their future - a future that would be spent always knowing one another, and always being best friends. 

Chandra's future had come too fast, ending on a bolt of fiery energy.

Those summer days would never come again...*

GT: *His mind had drifted off and emptied, leaving him in a state of numbness even though his eyes remained fixed on a point beyond the datastream. The news of a new child should be bliss to him, but T'than was split between ecstatic joy, and a sense of keen panic. The console beeped, announcing that it had displayed all information available. With a slow wave of his hand he closed the stream. Gathering the strength to rise was a conscious act, as was every step that he took to reach Cadence.

She was fast asleep. Her aura shimmered in a cadenced tempo, flowing over and around her like the surface of a barely disturbed pond. Slowly, he lay down by her side, careful to make the bed shift as little as possible.*

C - *The bed jostled someplace far away but she was so relaxed and the sleep felt so soft... like silk, and she was just too tired to roll over, but she did and the motion was like magic. She did not feel the arms that had moved her. She stretched and sighed when the covers were lifted with a waft of cool air and an even cooler hand brushed the warm skin of her flat stomach.*

GT: *He had missed it. The child was nearly three weeks old and T'than had not even felt it growing just underneath such a slim layer of flesh. Even now, he could only tell it was there because he already knew what he was looking for.*

C -  *Her eyes fluttered open and she watched her mate contemplating her body in the oddest way.* T'than, *she said, pulling him down so she could cuddle against him, but the comfort of his arms was not matched by his thoughts and she tipped her face upwards.* You block your thoughts from me. *pout* Why?

GT: *Avoiding her question, he waved his hand so that the energy shower dropped its many crystal-like sparkles over them.* I did not mean to wake you. *the same hand rested against her cheek, pushing a stray lock behind her ear. The silence was heavy and uncomfortable, putting quite the pressure on his chest despite the comfort of the energy sparkles.* Or to disturb your rest. We should speak of it in the morning, when we are both properly replenished.

C - *He tried to hold her and she saw him close his eyes. The energy did feel wonderful but she would not be deterred.* I want to talk about it now! *She prodded him with her fingers and whispered again in the darkness.* T'than, I want to talk! *When that didn't work she moved into the psychic plane.* # I know you were talking about something serious...I think you were talking about me and I want to know what was said! #

GT: *Yes, it had been a good attempt to dodge the issue. But the truth was that despite being exhausted, T'than was finding it difficult to rest. Even though he closed his eyes, Cadence's inquiring thoughts combined with his own restlessness were preventing him from relaxing.* Very well... *he whispered at last, his eyes reopening to meet hers.* I spoke with Jor'rel. You were correct in your assumption that the subject of our conversation was you. *he ran his hand over her body, finally allowing it to rest against her belly.* It should not be possible... not so soon. *he spoke aloofly, as if whispering to himself.* but... *he felt her tremble, felt her dread, and his blue on blue eyes mingled with hers in a heartfelt stare* you are with child.

C - *She couldn't escape his eyes - they glowed brighter than the raining particles that were suddenly frigid...or perhaps it was her own blood and energy turning to ice in her veins.* No... *Her hand covered her mouth.* NO! *She had fought L'syr - fought him with all her might and still...still he had won! She pulled away from him and tried to leave the bed but he stopped her.* No! *She looked at him, her hands flat against his bare chest.* It can't be, *she choked* It can't! I fought him I did! He MADE me say those things but I never believed them or wanted them NEVER! I never wanted a child from him T'than... I swear it! *she fell against him, shivering and crying. The shame of her disobedience was complete.* I swear it!

GT: Cadence... *he was unsure whether to hold her or not. He was irrationally afraid that she would break in all her despair. It was so strong that her mind had closed up completely, leaving him to anguish with the separation.* Hush... *but his words did not reach her. Her emotions were running rampant, blocking all reason.* Hush... *at last he held her to him, as if somehow his arms could keep her soul from shattering.*

C - Please... I don't want to keep it - I'll just die if I have to have it! I'm sorry... I'm sorry... I didn't mean for this to happen I didn't! *the words flowed in an endless stream against him - a river of apologies and regrets.* I love you... and I only want the children that WE make together!

GT: *He cuddled her, bringing her close so that she was nearly curled up in his lap like a scared child.* Then you will keep it... and you will deliver it. *he kissed the top of her head and waited for the duplicitous words to sink in. It didn't take long for two large, glistening green eyes to search his.* L'syr did not succeed; he could not have. *he tried to offer a smile. Feeling her relax somewhat in his arms, he loosened his embrace.* There was a child already growing in your womb. Our child. *he paused, nearly amused at her facial expression.* Our son.

C - *And to think that she had told him, in the height of her labor with T'lana, that she would not EVER go through that again! Something akin to panic flitted over her face but then, the relief that it was not L'syr's overtook her, and then, the fact that there was a little life inside of her...a life created by T'than, and suddenly things didn't seem so bad anymore.* Your baby?

 

GT: Yes. *he whispered as his hands distractedly caressed her skin.*

 

C - *She sighed, relaxing completely and not making any attempt to leave his cuddling closeness.* Our baby. *She reached out with her mind and sure enough, there was a new presence. How could she have not known? How could she have missed it? Perhaps because it was so soon after T'lana. Indeed it was a surprise; she did not know if they would ever have another child, but, the child was here - they would manage.* This time... we will be together. *She looked up at him affectionately.* It won't be like before, with Ne'shir. This time you will be here to experience it from the beginning. *She smiled and hugged him.*

GT: *Yes, he had to hope he would. But the truth was, that his body was changing beyond his control. Into what, neither he or Jor'rel knew. T'than had to hope he would be able to stand by Cadence and that child from beginning to end.* We will never be parted, no mater what comes. *he enfolded her in his arms again, rocking gently on the bed.*

C - *She was getting sleepy again. She kissed him several times on his cheek and was about to lie back but then she grinned up at him.* Hey, *she said softly,* didn't you tell me that Taelons couldn't make boys for some reason? You said we would only have girls. *she giggled.* Guess you were wrong...

GT: *He was silent for a moment, and his eyes were focused on the distant wall.* Back then, I was correct. A Taelon should not be able to have male children. *he paused, letting his chest rise and fall with a deep breath.* But, it was not a Taelon that conceived this child. 

C - *She grinned,* Huh?

GT: *He looked back into her eyes.* He is two and a half weeks old. During the conception... I was not a Taelon.

C - *She still smiled, but as her memories unfolded her grin evaporated. Two and a half weeks ago had been the time when...* You were... you were different that night. You were atavus! *A creature of Taelon past - so frightening and yet she had not denied him; he had been beautiful in a wild sort of way.* I didn't think that...we would conceive when...when you were like that...

GT: No one could have anticipated this. And I believe Jor'rel was correct when he said, there was no way to prevent it from happening either. Much in the same way you are evolving, it appears that I am regressing so that we become equals. *he smirked, and looked away from a moment.* Where it will take me, I do not know. Much in the same way as there is no anticipating how far you will rise in the evolutionary ladder, it is also impossible to determine how much I will fall.

C - I know, *she said thoughtfully, worry pulling at the smoothness of her young features.* I guess it is hard for me to believe that you are changing. That night not withstanding, it always seems like it is only me.

GT: We are both changing, and the reflection of that are our children. T'lana... and this new one, a male child no less, that is yet to be born.

C - What will it mean for him then? Will he be like T'lana? Will he be like... you were? Will your kind accept him if he is?

GT: I do not have the answers to those questions. They are my own as well. *his expression was somber, as though a shadow had fallen over his features* I am as much in the dark as you are. Time will tell. *it was comforting to have her close to him. The physical contact and his tight embrace were in a sense, a selfish way to seek solace in her warmth.*

C - *Calming herself she pressed herself against him, her hand resting over one of his that lay over her midsection.* T'than, I can only say one thing, and that is, that I love you. I cannot wish for this child not to be. 

GT: *Yes, he had considered it. As calculating and cruel that could be, in his time alone before the datastream he had thought of termination. The child was dangerous to them; its new life could mean the end of all of them: Cadence, T'than, even the baby, T'lana. He let out a weary breath* You are certain?

C - *She looked up into his eyes.* I want him; he is our son, and I choose to believe Jor'rel, and if he says that this would have happened eventually then this child was meant to be. *She paused, and she smiled, caressing herself.* Whatever he is - Taelon, Atavus, Human... or a little of each, he will be loved.

GT: *He enjoyed the simplicity of her thoughts. Yes... if all that was to be considered were emotions, then indeed, the child would be loved. Despite what T'than had been in the time of the conception, it was still the fruit of his love... or his passion for Cadence.* Then we will see that he grows strong. *it was time to break free. To totally break free. That is what the upbringing of his son meant: that he had to find a way to survive without his species. And if in truth Jor'rel was correct, and he was devolving... then chances were, the voices of the Commonality would finally be silenced and he would step down onto a state of freedom.

It was almost something to looked forward to, if the Taelon in T'than did not dread it with the last hint of self-preservation he had left.* We will make it happen Cadence. Despite all that has befallen us, we have survived and we shall yet again. *he let himself sink on the bed so that he could lie down, pulling her with him so that her back was pressed to his chest. His left arm remained around her waist, the hand resting against her belly as his fingers caressed it distractedly, until at last he drifted off to a dreamless, and rather deserved, sleep.*
Book Fifteen
Part Three
Bitter Fruit

*Naor'rin glanced at the Jaridian guard and offered him a rather flirtatious smile before pressing the green button that closed the door between them. She did not miss the look of frustration in his face before the grey metal came between them. A mischievous smile played on her lips just as she turned to inspect the room. It was quite simple. A little too much. But that was a distant outpost, and she was still between the status of prisoner and newcomer. Trust had to be built, and so in the meantime, she had to be kept away from all objects that could inadvertently turn into weapons.

She ran her fingers over the scarce furniture as she walked towards the bed; it was on its side against the farthest wall. There was not the luxury of a window from which the light could peek in. In fact, the room was a little more than a cell and rather depressing. On the other side of the bed was a mirrored surface. Slow graceful steps took Naor'rin to it; her figure was not the same as the last time she was confronted with her reflection. Her muscles stood out from the lack of nourishment, the angles of her bones pressed against her skin on her shoulders and hips and her face was also slimmer, older it seemed, worn out by deprivation and marked by a great deal of torment. A flash played before her eyes and she grunted and closed them to push it away. When again she dared to look, she saw nothing but her own pitiful and tired self.

She touched the cold surface with her palm and it quickly dissipated to reveal a small cubicle. A shower. Good. By it, against the wall, there was a small cabinet with fresh towels and new garments. The crystal scales of the Jaridian jumpsuit stood out - embroidering the v-shaped neckline, the end of the sleeves and a thin line down the sides of it, all the way down to the legs. Black boots stood by the cabinet just waiting for her to step into them.

But first things first! Dropping her clothes on the floor, she stepped into the small shower. Curiously enough the ceiling seemed to be made of the same material as the shower door. She looked up and smirked

at it before pressing her hands to the commands and setting the shower temperature. 

Cold. The water rained on her making her muscles tense up. It was refreshing though. Even the pain of the occasional cramps didn't seem to bother her. Washing her hair she noticed just how long it had become. It was not natural for a Jaridian to have hair that long.

Maybe it was a side effect of contact with the Taelons...

Naor'rin lost track of the time she stood under the shower, just letting it rain down on her body. She glanced upwards once before exiting it, feeling quite a bit more relieved. The door closed, returning the mirror to the room and she glanced at herself again. It seemed she had walked along the road of time ten times faster than possible. 

There was a puddle on the floor before she reached for the towels. She wrapped herself in one as she dried her hair. Then she threw her hair behind and let it hit and splash against her back, looking at the result

in the mirror. She had to find a way to get rid of it, and just as if her questions were being asked, she spotted a small vase on a table by the entrance. It held a long-dead flower from her homeworld. Maybe once it had brought a little cheer to the room but now it only added to the eeriness of it. Without giving it a second thought she walked to it, and simply held up the vase and shattered it against the floor. How

strange of them to leave a breakable object behind...

Naor'rin did not give it much thought. She walked to the mirror again, and lock by lock, she used one of the shards to cut her hair to half its length, not caring if they were all even

. 

The jumpsuit seemed to summon her then. Naor'rin had no problem putting it on. In fact, it was even a bit loose here and there. That would change though as soon as she started taking care of herself: that meant good nourishment and also, training. It had been too long since she had worked out properly. Her skills had been diminished as a result, and she had to be at her best to carry out her vengeance. And just as if it was about to happen, she put on her boots and sat down on a small bench by the mirrored door and began to braid her hair in the old Jaridian way. 

The final result was even greater of a transformation than the one she witnessed upon entering the room. She had gone from liaison to slave; from runaway to prisoner, and now, from diplomat to warrior. And that

was the road she had to walk to become what she was bred to be!

~*~

Naor'rin was lying back on the bed when there was a soft knock on the door.* Enter. *she spoke, not even bothering to look away from the ceiling. A Jaridian female that she did not know was revealed from behind the door. She carried a tray with food. The smell filled Naor'rin's nostrils, and she could guess what her meal was just from sensing it. 

No words were exchanged; the woman came in and set the tray down by the table where the vase should have been. As Naor'rin sat on the bed, she saw the other woman take notice of the broken flask and how she immediately seemed to change her demeanor.* Sorry... I was clumsy. *she appeared to quiet down though when she saw the black hair scattered on the floor by the shower, and no signs of aggressive intent on Naor'rin's behalf.* Make sure to clean it up...* were the words spoken before the Jaridian left the room, leaving Naor'rin alone with her meal.

The food was adequate but just barely. She had seen the planet from afar as it was little more than an asteroid. The food and water would not be abundant. They were rationing, that was for sure. But it was nutritious enough. She ate with pleasure and drank of the cold wine-like liquid that had been poured into a glass. It burned as it went down her throat and reached her stomach, but left behind a rather cooling sensation.

Feeling quite comforted by the meal, she went back and sat on the bed, with her feet up on the mattress and her knees pressed to her chest. She knew they were just waiting for her to exit that room and attempt to

wander about. She would not be that predictable. They would come - probably Ha'thor – when the time had arrived for her to leave.

And so in total silence she waited, letting her legs relax and fall to the side as her feet crossed and she assumed a meditative position. With her back straight, her chin up high and her eyes closed, she let the

energy in her body settle down as she struggled to empty her mind. The darkness behind her lids was quick to fill with terrifying images and at once her heart responded by beating faster and faster. Yes, it would

take her a while before she could focus. Hours...days... maybe weeks before she was able to look into herself without allowing her ghosts to break the blissful silence and emptiness of trance.

~*~

The routine became dull; Naor'rin lost track of time. Meditation kept her busy. It was hard to cast all those memories away... including the good ones. Taelons had to be erased from her life. She had to focus, make them the enemy again: forget about friendships, love, heartbreak. Leave only the sense of justice and the strength to rebel against her former beliefs and face this new reality where Zo'or was not her lover anymore, but her enemy. For that reason alone, she did not try to ignore all that she had seen in the day previous to her escape. Learn to live with it. Learn not to suffer from it and become weaker. Learn to make it her strength!

The trance was hard though. Many a time she ate, sat back on the bed only to shower, wash her clothes from the sweat, or eat again. It seemed Ha'thor had somehow decided to leave her at peace. Naor'rin was quite willing to bet that it was no oversight on his part; she was most likely being watched. So it was in that manner that imprisonment became reclusion. She was being given time to heal.

Already the image in the mirror had changed. Her skin looked darker when once it had been greyish in its tone. There was a new brightness to her eyes and her body was slowly recovering from its ordeal as well.

Naor'rin had just stepped out of her shower after a rather long session of meditation. Strangely enough, she had found it hard to cool down this time. It took a long time under the ice cold water for her body to

relax. And still it seemed that her insides burned softly like a furnace. She closed her eyes and followed the sensation over the many pathways of her body. At last she could focus enough to do that

without the frame of a painful memory to break her concentration. It had taken her at least a week to accomplish that...

Now it seemed her perception was able to roam her body, walking the maze of nervous terminals to pinpoint the origin of her discomfort. She was reaching it, surely... It was getting brighter, hotter... she felt it beckoning her, slowly, like a whisper... then materializing into a small thread that wrapped around her and pulled... and pulled... Closer and closer she went, at first slowly and then suddenly, it seemed her consciousness was sucked into a void and she felt herself being pulled violently to meet the source...

It was like falling over a cliff and hitting rock bottom. The mirror showed the reflection of wide eyes, empty of soul, but full of distress. The figure

standing before it disappeared suddenly as Naor'rin's legs caved in underneath her and left her kneeling on the floor.

The Jaridian held herself, her arms were wrapped around her stomach; her breath was gaspy and rough and her heart ached from the rapid beating. 

Naor'rin shivered as though all the heat had been drained from her body and menaced to drag the life out of it as well. But that was untrue: there was heat, yes. A small flame that would not go away, only grow.

And life as well. But not just her own... that of another tiny being as well. She knew then that the Taelons had left behind a greater brand than simple memories.

She was pregnant!

~*~

The morning – or so Naor'rin assumed it to be – greeted her with tiny cramps. She was still on the floor by the shower where she had passed out. Suddenly she felt sick to the bone. There was something growing inside of her, feeding on her energy and on her newly found strength like a gloating cancer. And it probably would kill her if she did not do something. 

Ignoring the complaint of her sore body, she rose and unsteadily made her way to the bed. She sat down, facing the mirror that teased her back. It had lied to her. It had shown her only a mirage and hidden that one crucial truth: inside of her grew the seed of her enemy. Once again, through pain it had been conceived.  She wanted to scream, shatter that mirror into shards and for once she regretted having thrown the broken vase away. A swift cut over tender skin, and it might be that Ha'thor would let her bleed to death. After all, she had been left alone even after the small seizure. But no, death was not the answer. The truth was bitter. There was a foul taste in her mouth. 

She had to find a way to carry out her revenge – yes, more than ever, she was adamant in pursuing justice. But her kind wouldn't allow her if they learned of the child. It would ruin her plans to being accepted back. And, at the same time, she couldn't bear the idea of losing the baby. 

Maybe the remnants of her old self hadn't been completely wiped out. Naor'rin looked away from the mirror and noticed a meal sitting on the usual table. So, someone had come in after all. Her stomach twisted and complained, but her throat was still in a knot. She knew she couldn't swallow even if she wanted to. But she was hungry... for something more than food. She had no way to know for sure how many days, but it had been little less than two weeks since the last time her body had received Taelon energy. And with the child feeding on it too, she would soon require more of it. 

The problem was, she could not openly admit it. Maybe she could talk the healer into giving her some, if they had any stored, but that would only draw his attentions towards her, and her kind discovering about the child was not an option. Her only chance was to get energy somewhere else...  

Her palms burned as her frustration grew. She smashed her hand against the wall, and suddenly she saw the answer. Maybe the sudden pain had cleared her mind from all the emotions... Naor'rin looked down at her hands, the Shaquarava still burned in her palms. Energy... blue energy... Jaridian energy but energy nonetheless, and it seemed everything fell into place then. 

Her pregnancy would soon be noticed, but there was one way to make it work to her advantage. Yes, it would be welcomed if it was not a Taelon child growing in her womb... It would indeed be considered a blessing if instead, a Jaridian grew in her womb. And then, no questions would be asked. No energy would be spared if she asked for it to cool down her system and hence, save the child. The audacity and irony of her plan reinstated a smirk back to her lips. She closed her palms and walked to the shower cabinet, stepping inside. 

She looked upwards at the mirror-like ceiling and smiled.* I am growing quite bored of being locked up in this room. It is about time someone gives me a tour of this place. I would not mind if you did so yourself... Ha'thor.
Book Fifteen
Part Four
A Woman’s Game

N: *The week that followed was... painful, to say the least. In the first couple of days, she was so slow in responding to her workout partner's attacks that it seemed her back and the rock floor were involved in an unbreakable relationship. The cold shower in her room was a blessing to her sore muscles. Naor'rin pushed herself to the limit, and Ha'thor seemed more than pleased to show her just how much she had lost during those years living amongst the Taelons. She noticed that by the end of the week though her constant defeats were beginning make him lose interest.

Yesterday she had managed to reverse their positions at last a couple of times. Staring down at him on the floor had been quite rewarding and she had made no effort to hide it from her smile either. He had looked positively furious... but stimulated as well.

That had been a hard victory to achieve though. Thankfully the dark tone of her skin hid most of the bruises away, and she had quite a collection despite her rapid healing.

She took her time in the shower. The feeling of being watched did not bother her in the least. By the time she walked out, there was a tray with warm food waiting on the table. There was no one in sight. 

Disregarding the towels she walked towards it, took it to the bed and sat there, stark naked, her wet hair unbraided and glued to her chest and shoulders. Her appetite was running high, but her muscles were already complaining about more than just the excessive workout. She knew she was burning energy too fast. The last contact she had had with a Taelon had been nearly a month ago. Her rising metabolism was already making her body show signs of the deprivation...

Naor'rin set a half-eaten fruit aside and rose from the bed. She slid into the jumpsuit and it seemed loose at first but soon adapted to her shape as it warmed up in contact with her skin. Her hair was dripping, and despite the recent cut, it still reached the middle of her back.

Tentatively, she unlocked the door. It opened. She had to become bolder... and she had a plan. Walking as though using her best evasive maneuvers, she made her way across the complex... corridor by corridor, a turn at a time, towards the training room where she had spotted a few more dangerous objects than the Pad'shar sticks.

Naor'rin was already running her hands over a three-bladed weapons when she heard noise behind her. It seemed someone had taken her bait. She had only to hope it had been a rather... large... "shark" and not just some small fish.* I thought I'd take our relationship to an upper level... *She turned around, the glove-like weapon already fitting her hand and gleaming threateningly in the dim light, the shine of its surface matched only by that of her eyes.*

Ha'thor: *His green eyes glinted golden as they moved over her, not caring at the audacity of the gesture.* Yes so it would seem, *he smirked.* Apparently the beatings I have given you have not been enough, so now you trade Pad'shar sticks for something more...painful. 

N: Of course. However interesting it became to see you on your back, I figured a little danger would spice things up. *she flexed her fingers to test if the weapon was in place. She used to be good at that kind of fight. The blades had always been more of an extension of her body than the stick ever had. Her arms moved swiftly, the blades making a whooshing sound as they cut thru the molecules.*

Ha: *He arched a mottled eyeridge.* Little girl, do not allow two small victories to appease your sense of defeat; you have a very long way to go before I or any other Jaridian would again call you warrior. 

N: Indeed... I wonder what the others would say if they learned that this 'little girl' defeated you twice in the same day though... *she let the echo of her words mingle with that of his steps*

Ha: Indeed, *he chortled. There was the sound of leather against leather as he walked to a wall, his heavy boots making his footsteps echo in the cavernous room. His strong leg muscles flexed and stood out tautly beneath his black leather pants, as the warrior shifted from foot to foot, deciding which weapon he would choose from the neatly arranged selection in front of him. Her weapon was formidable and it was for that very reason that he chose something less. This weapon also fit over the hand - a leather glove that fitted over his thick arm just up to his elbow. The fingers of the "glove" were what would get the attention; each was tipped with small but vicious silver claws. He turned around and faced her, taking two steps forward.*

N: Nice choice. *there was a rather challenging grin on her face. But he had indeed chosen well; that weapon wouldn't stall his movements. This would be a rather physical combat, not one of pure skill in manipulating weapons. The small length of the blades would force them to come in close contact.*

Ha: You have become so soft, Naor'rin, and I shall take great pleasure in making your tenderness bleed. *His arm swung out widely but she jumped back.* Very good! *Barely had the words left his lips when he felt soft air by his mouth as her blade whizzed by him.* Oooh, very good my pet, *he laughed, circling her in the lethal dance.*

N: Why thank you. *her eyes did not even blink. She was already feeling the adrenaline running in her system, distorting her perception and reducing it to him and to the gleam of his blades.*

Ha: But let us see if you can survive the more advanced lesson.... *He lunged toward her, his clawed left hand poised to strike her.* I want to see your blood Naor'rin...

N: Likewise... *the excitement of the battle seemed to wash away all her other concerns. She had to admit, he stimulated what was savage within her. It was liberating to have no moral concerns and to embrace the inner darkness within gratuitous violence. 

Their weapons gleamed in the dark room as they moved back and fro in their deadly dance. Naor'rin was able to block his attacks for the most part, but one made in the right angle, straight for her chest had her jump back and push it away... but not away enough. It brushed against her shoulder ripping her jumpsuit and just barely grazing her skin.

Ha: You are still too slow my dear.

N: *She rolled backwards to regain her space. Her eyes sparkled with fury.* Hmm, I guess you draw the first drop. *she ran her fingers over the small cut. It wasn't deep, but it had passed dangerously close to her neck. A few wisps of black were at his feet also.* I guess now I should repay the favour...

Ha: You are welcomed to try, *he laughed, opening his arms and daring to expose his large chest encased in thick leather and tooled with intricate designs.*

N: *She rolled forward, using the leverage of the movement to strike at his lower torso. She missed that blow, but it seemed to have surprised him enough to allow her the opportunity to rise and roll on her heels, the blades cutting through air and cloth as she did so. There was the barest hit of dark fluid on the tip of all three blades.*

Ha: *A growl filled the room as his fingers caressed over his abdomen. He could not see his own blood, for it was as black as the leather he wore, but he could feel its warm stickiness...and feel the sting of the wound.*

N: *Regaining her space, she grinned provocatively.* Hmm, how interesting. The warrior bleeds... *she took the weapon to her lips and licked the dark fluid from one of the blades.* Sweet... 

Ha: *Anger was replaced with a dark smile.* Finally. A challenge. I had almost lost interest in you Naor'rin. *He rubbed his fingers over the part of his garment that was now slippery, taking very careful steps closer to her.* I was beginning to think that all those nights spent in a Taelon's bed had made you forget what it meant to be a Jaridian.

N: *The smirk on her lips broadened, but she could not hide the anger in her eyes. That was a provocation that she could not ignore and it showed as the victorious grin disappeared behind the darkness of her expression.* Hmm, I am not sure I have lost so much as you claim...

Ha: *He made a sweeping turn, his clawed hand catching in the rip of her clothing by her shoulder and continuing it, exposing a good deal of one breast as the fabric fell away.* But tell me, *he asked, his eyes glowing as they contemplated her revealed flesh,*...do you still recall Jaridian passion, or has it chilled in the face of Taelon coldness? *Another swift turn in the opposite direction; for a huge male, he moved with the grace of a dancer. Lunging forward with his bare hand he ripped at the damaged pieces of her clothing, fully exposing her large, full breasts.*

N: *The motion surprised her and stole a gasp from her throat. The freshness of the air in the room washed against her perspired skin as she danced away from his reach. Instinctively her unclawed hand came to her throat as it wanting to make sure the fabric was gone. She realised her nudity and it took her a few seconds to regain her composure. After all... wasn't it all going according to the way she had planned it?* There is one way for your to find out... *she let her fingers spider over her skin and over the inviting softness of her right breast* 

Ha: What makes you believe that I would wish to touch you? You are nothing but a whore! *He was not thinking when he turned his back on her, or rather, he was not thinking like a warrior. He was too busy trying to banish the sight of her body from his mind, and a hoarse whisper echoed from the depths of his chest.* A Taelon's whore...

N: The warrior forgets the golden rule... *that was one deadly mistake... two at that. The humiliation and the fact that he had turned his back on her. Without hesitating she lunged forward and cried out. There was a whoosh, then a growl as the blades opened a huge gash on the back of her opponent's jumpsuit.

Ha: *His roar bounced off the wall, making the sound repeat over and over. The little bitch had slashed him!* Wounding me will not alter the truth; you are still a whore Naor'rin!

N: *Her heart was pounding so hard and so loud that it was all she heard as she struck time after time, golden fury tainting the depths of her green eyes. For a moment she had the advantage* I should kill you for that! *her voice was altered. She too was now committing a mistake: to let her anger control her actions. Surely, it allowed her instincts to kick in, but it also deprived her of reason, and that nearly proved fatal when one of his blows came way too close to her midsection...

Ha: *He held up the claw; silver was now stained with black.* I could kill you and no one would care, *he said, his words carried on his heavy breaths like an impending storm.* But an easy death is too good for you! *He lunged again. Her whirling body did the rest of his work for him.*

N: *In sheer panic she made the wrong move and again his claws took their toll on her suit, cutting over her thigh. The wound was deeper there. The blood flowed and Naor'rin grimaced when she tried to put pressure on her leg. Her chest heaved with her heavy breathing. She looked like a she-devil, torn suit; the wet black hair glued to her face and her copper skin; the three blades pointed his way and dripping with the black fluid of his life.*

Ha: You fight like a Taelon, *he taunted, his tongue licking over his white teeth, snakelike and predatory. In actuality she had done better than he believed she would; her workouts were improving her skills. That skill coupled with the sight of her jiggling breasts as she moved was alluring and he felt the familiar twitch beneath his pants, despite the ever-present ache in his muscles and sting of his wounds.*

N: *He did not look much better. If at all, the many superficial gashes on his jumpsuit only added to the wild look in his eyes.* You will not question my allegiance again Ha'thor. I did what I had to do for our kind; my sacrifice was greater than the blood you have shed. *they seemed to circle each other for a moment.* You may find that they have polluted my body, but never question again the core of my spirit, lest you find these blades meeting the depths of your throat. 

Ha: We shall see Naor'rin! Raise your weapon! Fight, or meet your death - I shall escort you to it! *He offered his hand to complete the gesture - the bladed one, and then he struck - hard - fast - with all the pent up strength in his body, lashing out against her betrayal, her denial...her beauty.*

N: *That seemed to put an end on the measuring. They were exchanging blows again, the violence increasing with each attempt they made to injure the other. They had both reached that other level in a fight: when there was no turning back. They would fight until one of them fell, and not a second sooner.*

Ha: *He swung, his aim precise, tearing more of her clothing from her, leaving her bare skin and blood in his wake. She jabbed him with the triple blades and he stripped off the now useless vest he wore and cast it aside. His chest was glistening, the muscles beneath his wide torso flexing with every powerful swing of his arms. When she cut him he roared and increased the power of his attacks. Her hair flew out around her and sometimes she was so close to him that it brushed his cheek softly while her blade swiped against his skin.*

N: *There was a pause; it seemed both of them had stopped to evaluate the damages inflicted on their opponent... as well as on themselves. Naor'rin read bestiality in his eyes. She could not decode its precise meaning. It did not take her long to assess who would win that battle. He had all possible advantage, and despite the numbing adrenaline in her system, it could not mask the pain of her deepest wounds. She was feeling weaker as it was, and slightly dizzy too. He, on the other hand, looked absolutely formidable. His was the complexion and the mind of a perfect warrior. A few more blows... it was all it took for the end to come. Even knowing that, she launched the next assault, putting all her might in the sequence of blows.*

Ha: *The room was humid with their combined body heat and they each sparkled with an array of clear and black jewels - sweat and blood adorning them - the treasures of battles won... and in her case... lost. His booted foot swiped her legs and he saw her fall in slow motion, turning to slither away on her belly but he was on top of her, biting her shoulder and licking at her perspiration.*

N: *A last wound inflicted in the back of his powerful thighs had been her doom. She noticed his hesitant movement was a little too convenient to have been his mistake, but too late. A precarious step as her body struggled to regain its balance, and he easily tripped her. The speed of what followed was too great for her mind to register in detail. Her only conscious thought was to avoid her own blades from slashing her throat, and no sooner had she done that, Ha'thor's weight was already on her, stealing the possibility of a long deep breath and the opportunity to get back on her feet.

Naor'rin growled and struggled but the coldness of the blades on his weapon was clear against her skin; and at such a delicate place as it was. In frustration, she let out a small wail.* Release me! 

Ha: *The arm around her waist held her still, and she knew better than to move against the claws poised to enter her abdomen. His breath was hot in her ear and his naked hand roughly fondled her hanging breasts and he pressed his crotch against her buttocks.* I asked you before if you recall our sort of passion... You told me to find out. I intend to. 

N: *She had to repress a gasp. Naor'rin felt the pull of instinctive attraction in every cell of her body, sending her thoughts into a chaotic frenzy. It was pure animal drive: a female's body, needing, responding to that of its mate. It was all going according to plan... why was it then that her stomach felt as though it was trying to digest a rock?!*

Ha: *He thrust against her again, his breeches feeling painfully tight.* Admit defeat, female, and submit. I wish to collect my prize!

N: *And so it was that her teachings as a young Jaridian had finally culminated in that moment. All of the rules that were tradition in her caste were being proven. And her kind had been right all along to have chosen him to be her mate the last time she had been to Jaridia. He had defeated her in a fair fight. None of them had been merely exercising.

Slowly, she allowed herself to relax in his embrace.* You win. *her voice was weak, the words but a whisper.* I have not forgotten our ways. *She didn't move as the weight of his body over hers diminished. The metal claws pressed against her abdomen and led her to turn and lay on her back. She reached out for the three blades with her free hand and slowly undid the lock that kept them in place. The motion exposed her full breasts, making them rise provocatively in his direction. Her eyes did not waver from his. She threw the weapon away. The noise of metal clanging in the distance superseded that of her rapid breathing.* I surrender... *she looked up at him, almost coyly. No one could read anything different about her features.* Not! *She had to hope that her actions had assured him of his victory.*

Ha: *He deftly avoided her but his expression was enraged; his anger blended with his rising lust was making him extremely impatient. He had tired of the game.* Surrender_now!

N: *Then, quite unexpectedly, a shadow overtook her eyes and she tried to kick at him and move away. Her words were a hiss.* You are quite mistaken if you think I will give in so easily! Your skills might exceed my own in combat, but this is whole different kind of fight. *Iron like fingers got a hold of her ankle. The pressure they applied was no shorter than that of a vice. She cried in protest as the wounds on her back grazed against the roughness of the stone floor as she was pulled back to her original position, pinned down under his massiveness.*

Ha: You have lost! You have admitted it! Submit now! *He growled and in a flash of light against metal, he grabbed her.*

N: *The time froze for a moment; furious but ravenous stares engaged in a fight of their own. Her Shaquarava was lit and ready to fire as it pressed against his chest; but the five claws of his weapon were tightly around her throat, making of breathing a very delicate gesture.* 

Ha: The time has come for you to give me what is rightfully mine to take! *The claws around her tender throat tightened and tiny drops of blood pooled at the tips of the talons.* The council never rescinded its decree; you have been selected for me and I now demand my rights! *He loosened his grip suddenly and caressed one of her breasts, ticking its quivering surface with care so as to not cut her.* It need not be unpleasant for you...*His free hand grabbed hers away from his chest, his own Shaquarava lighting, sending a brief flux of energy into her.* I am a skilled lover...*He withdrew his hand and leaned down to kiss her, tenderly.*

 N: *A purr played in her throat. Energy was bliss to her; and her body was responding to his advances. That tiny sample of what she could get from him nearly made her surrender completely and seal that pact with a kiss. But a smirk drew itself on her lips just when his were mere inches away. He realised too late he had made yet another mistake.

She had moved underneath him, her knee coming up hard against his sex. Ha'thor's eyes had widened quite amusingly.* You are letting your cock do all the thinking. I figured I'd cleanse your reasoning. *She chuckled as she pulled herself from underneath him and turned from her back, preparing to leave*

Ha: Bitch! *he hissed, gripping himself between his legs. His anatomy now felt like it was on fire... but ironically, he was now hard as a rock. He had always found her attractive, and now, with her lithe body so revealed to him, and yet still hidden, wounded and defeated and yet still fighting, he was quickly burning in his own lust! He recovered quickly and this time when he attacked he would not let her escape.*

N: *The small escape led her no farther than a few steps. He had been quick and skilled to get hold of her body, and she had to become a complying dancer when her movements were led by deadly claws. Naor'rin knew there was a limit to resisting and playing with his desire. Ha'thor had reached his; she knew it for the lack of gentleness with which he worked her to his desired position.*

Ha: *He had her on her hands and knees, still ramming her from behind while whispering into her ear.* Struggle if it makes you feel better Naor'rin, or perhaps... pretend I am a Taelon if that would make it more enjoyable for you. *he bit her cheek* however, your enjoyment is your own affair. I know I will enjoy it very much...

N: *This time, the growl was hers, and so was the curse.* Any Taelon would be a better lover than you... *dangerous words to be spoken when she the blades danced so dangerously over her skin.* So I might just pretend! *in truth, she had no idea. He had questioned her whether she still remembered Jaridian passion... but she had never experienced it. And thus far all the sensations were different... her desire was raw. It had nothing to do with spirituality, or souls touching, bodies and minds joining... that was just basic sexual lust, and her body was feverish from it.*

Ha: *He kissed her shoulder but smiled when he heard her gasp. The kiss was accompanied by his clawed hand raking through what was left of her jumpsuit, shredding it as he slowly moved over her waist to her hip, enjoying her sounds mixed with those of tearing fabric. In moments it lay in a heap at her bent knees. There was a loud clang as he discarded his weapon, each of his hands now free to toucher her.* Your body is strong..*he was weighing her buttocks, one at a time,*...beautiful....*the arm around her waist snaked low so he could dip his fingers into her wet folds of skin.*

N: *Naor'rin had to make a conscious effort not to press herself against him. The shuddering that took over her body was quite hard to tame though, as was the moan that escaped her throat. Through the coolness she felt when the room's cold air washed over her sex, she realized just how eager her body was for his entrance. It would have been shameful if it did not make such indisputable sense.*

Ha: Perfect...*His other hand had undone his belt and soon his pants were off, allowing his jutting member freedom.* And mine...*with a grunt he grabbed her hips, the wordless noise his only announcement that he had thrust deeply into her...*

N: *He had shed his claws, but his shaft had surely been stabbed into the depths of her core, pushing a cry out of her gritting teeth. The heat of his anatomy felt like acid burning inside her, yet the stimulation was unbelievable. The texture of its skin was rougher, as if it had small scales covering the surface to make every thrust worth ten.

By the time the sensation had worn off, his erection was still inside her, forcing her to perceive its size. Her sex was fully opened, quivering to adjust to his enormous girth. Naor'rin felt a moan coming close to release; and it seemed her body wanted nothing but to dissolve, relax, become his plaything. Instead, she tried to hide the truth behind shaky words.* Is that all a skilled Jaridian lover has to offer? *she had to hope those words would come with a price!*

Ha: *He stopped his assault on her body, pulling out of her and shoving her onto her back.* What would you know of it? You spent years in the bed with something that did not have a cock! *He grimaced at the thought; what could she have found so appealing about that???*

N: And still he was so much better... *she had to laugh in his face. Little did her kind know... still, from what she had felt thus far he was right. It was different: like ice and fire can be, even if both of them burn. The roughness of his actions quieted her though, making her head fall back to the floor and her body shudder.* 

Ha: *His calloused hands grabbed her knees and spread her legs apart and then he spread open the swollen folds of her labia, roughly shoving in two huge fingers, his eyes lustfully magnetized to the image.* You know nothing of love; I can barely get my cock in you! All those years with Zo'or and you are still nothing but a tight...*he withdrew his fingers*...little...*he spread her wide and rammed into her*...virgin! 

N: *Naor'rin groaned at his entrance. Her body vibrated with the sensation despite the ache that his violent penetration had caused. She felt the fever rise to her head, cleansing it from thought, leaving only a sense of euphoria behind.*

Ha: *He was still on his knees, his hips slamming against her as if her body were sucking him into her. He let go of her knees and allowed his Shaquarava to flame brightly.* I will show you what you have been missing for so long and we shall then see if you still doubt my skills! *His hands made contact with her breasts and he delighted in her cry, speeding his pace at fucking her.* 

N: *It was all so intense that even breathing was difficult. He had built such a pace that her own body was unable to comply or readjust itself, relaxing or tightening up as to make the most of each thrust. She stopped caring about decorum once she felt the sting of his Shaquarava. She had felt Zo'or's, but this was Jaridian energy: volcanic, merciless... deadly. And that was the whole spike of it. The sheer danger. Jaridian love was as much of a fight as true combat. Each body seeking to conquer, striking and retreating, with only climax in goal...*

Ha: Tell me again in what ways I am lacking, hmm? *His hands were on her abdomen now and he sent wave after molten wave of his life-force into her...*

N: *She was crying aloud; at some point she felt pain in her wounded leg and realised she was trying to wrap them around his waist. But his body was too large for a full embrace. Naor'rin was done thinking how to adjust to his pace... her body simply let go, assumed full control and that was when her arms came about his neck and her pelvis pushed up against him.* Shut up... *she whispered before kissing him as though his mouth was the vial from which she needed to drink and live through that bittersweet torment.

Her lungs were too desperate for air though for the kiss to last long. Her head fell back exposing her neck just as a loud groan escaped her throat. His energy was absolute bliss!* Harder! Is that all you've got?

Ha: *He grunted loudly and shifted his weight so he could lift her by the buttocks and slam into her with ruthless zeal and then with a sudden lurch he dropped her back to the floor, his own body almost falling on hers, and he continued to thrust in - his cock a battering ram, breaking down her defenses one by one.*

N: *Naor'rin's hands spidered over his back, nestling in the small of his back to pull him closer before reaching for his. She let her own energy invade his palms with unforeseen strength. It would surprise him long enough to let her move.

She forced their positions to reverse, so she was straddling him. His bent knees were a support to her back when she looked down at him.* My turn to show a little of my skills. *she grinned challengingly at him before sinking down to lick away the blood from his chest. Naor'rin tasted it in her mouth before aiming for his lips and kissing him feverishly. She let the doors of her Shaquarava burst open then, stealing a great jolt of his energy as well as a groan from the depths of his throat.* Don't close the flow. *she rose to sit again and her body began to undulate over his. She took both his hands to her breasts, pressing them hard against their fullness.*

You would be surprised at the pleasure one can feel from such simple stimulation. *the movements of her waist were speeding up. Her breasts jiggled against his palms and a surge of his energy made her nipples harden painfully. The pleasure was so great that she nearly climaxed.*

Ha: *He groaned loudly. The sensation of her hard nipples brushing against his enflamed Shaquarava sent little ripples of ecstasy all the way down to his manhood and it throbbed in response. This was how it should be - this beautiful woman who had been promised to him was now giving him the pleasure he felt that she owed him after denying him that last time she was on Jaridia and then, of all insults, to return to the damned Taelons!*

N: * She got a hold of both his hands, letting her palms press to his just as intimately as their sexes. She leaned down again, giving him the perfect opportunity to regain the top position. The orgasm was so close, that she could feel the quivering before the quake assaulted her body. She let the doors to her being open; all the passion and the pleasure that she could feel she let sink in into his own palm. That was a Taelon trick that the throbbing of his erection and his growl told her he had not experienced before* Come... come with me... *the words came amidst gasping cries* inside of me...

Ha: I shall, *he rumbled, rolling them over slowly and then, pulling his hands away so he could wrap his huge arms around her body and pump into her hard and fast - he was ready to come!* I will flood you with my seed! *Her body felt fragile in his strong embrace - his woman.* I will own you with it! 

N: Yesss... *it felt as though she would break in two. The force of his thrusts pushed the air out of her throat so fast, and cry after cry echoed in the room before there was even a second of silence. Her arms were thrown behind her head, both hands shut as though trying to grip something to withhold the storm of pleasure. She was at the center of it, rocked by small orgasmic waves and waiting for the true ecstasy to hit her without mercy.*

Ha: *He hoisted himself up so he could look down; his cock was hot and engorged, the veins wrapping around it visibly pulsing, even flickering with energy light at times. The skin of that sweet pocket of her womanhood was stretched and shining with their mingled fluids and he became even more aroused watching it accept his girth. Then his reptilian eyes found hers as he moved in his final and brutal thrusts.* A new generation of warriors shall rise from our union - you will be the mother to a new race! *He roared then, his head falling back as he rammed into her with immense force, his organ exploding in a gush of his seed-essence, and even he could feel how hot it was.*

N: *Her green eyes widened; her perception had reached such heights that the dim light in the room seemed to burn her irises. Her legs opened wide, welcoming him to her depths and her back arched painfully against his embrace, as though her entire body

wanted to merge with his.* Yesssss... *a growl issued from her throat. It was right... all of it... so right!* Give it... give... to me!

Ha: Take it! Take it all Naor'rin! *Her passage shrank around him... she was at her peak, writhing at the end of his cock, and he smiled. Things were just as they should be.*

 N: *Her body had gone stiff as a rod as pressure built with each of his thrusts. It seemed like an eternity, taking her a little higher, teasing her as though she would never get relief. It became pure torment; her body was desperate for release, her sex hungry for each drop of his seed, clenching around him like a vice. It was all too strong for cries; her head was thrown back and her mouth lay open but only grunts came through it her lips...

A little higher... just a little higher, when all she wanted was to fall. And then it broke through her: a tidal wave of ecstasy so pure that it nearly sent her nervous system into overload. A pent up cry was heard in the room just as the first tremors shook her. Her widely spread legs clasped around his waist, bringing him to her depths as the throbbing of his organ reverberated in her a hundred fold to make her scream out in the crest of pleasure... *

Ha: *The warrior was awash in carnal delight. She was on her back and splayed, her beautiful breasts heaving as she writhed in her pleasure, still joined to his body, and she was an extension of him now, just as her pleasure was an extension of his.*

N: *Time lost its meaning, as did space. By the time it was gone, it had left nothing but destruction behind. Her whole body ached, but it still spasmed with the remnants of pleasure. He was still over her, inside her... When Naor'rin looked up she was not the least ashamed or surprised that the face she looked at was not that of the one she had loved. Somehow, in the craze of after-passion, things were just how they should be.*

Ha: So, do you wish to dispute my skills, Sweet?

N: *Without a bit of decorum, despite the fever of their hot bodies pressed so tightly together, she grabbed his face with trembling hands and kissed him wildly...* I think you have proved your point... *she whispered against his lips* This round, you win. *biting his lower lip, she let go, desperate for fresh air. The tentative smile on her lips was the perfect contrast to the wild look that flamed her eyes.* 

Ha: You are mine now, *he said while firmly kneading one of her breasts and then the other.* We are mated; our union shall never be broken. *He gripped her chin tightly.* You will promise me your eternal obedience now.

N: *Her long lashes batted a few times, as though she was trying to clear her vision.* Obedience? I will be your ally but not your servant Ha'thor. *there was pride in her tone and determination in her stare*

Ha: *He smirked.* In our chambers you will be many things. You know that I prefer the traditional ways - my woman at my side, an equal in battle, but never in my bed. You will give me pleasure, and give me children, in equal measure and as I desire them. *Releasing her, he brought up his hand, his Shaquarava exploding to life in his palm.*

N: *She smirked at that, but those were the old ways... and they were of the old lineage. She let her head fall to the side, until light pulled her eyes towards it like a magnet. Her heart skipped a beat and her core was twisted with the hunger for energy. Had she become some kind of energy rogue, that she craved it so much?*

Ha: Make your vow, Naor'rin, and let us join hands. Take of my life, and offer me yours... *He waited for her hand to rise; the fusion of their Shaquarava would be agony and yet it would be bliss as their energies became one for a few brief moments, forever joining them in body, mind and soul.*

N: *She felt the sting of the Shaquarava... and the mighty pull of his energy. Naor'rin couldn't tell what was compelling her though: the urge to seal that pact, or the life force that would allow her to feed her child... and maybe change it into a Jaridian offspring, even if the father's seed had been that of a Taelon.* For the sake of those to be born through us... I accept. *her hand rose, palm up, to meet his.*

Ha: *His smile was victorious but at the same time, now there was a hint of pride in it, and in his eyes glimmered tenderness that had not previously been there.* Then join with me...my love.

N: *The tips of her fingers brushed against his and slid down until their palms were aligned. Small forks of lightening united their skins, and already a small moan escaped her lips. The walls of her sex contracted gently, as did every other muscle in her body, invigorated by the prospects of what was to come. Her hand was so tiny compared to his, but her Shaquarava burned with no less splendor. 

Fingers intertwined, locking the hands together... the motion was all but gentle though. Contact was made fast, sending a shockwave of energy into her body. It was aggressive, no less than he was. Her body tensed up and her back arched as though she had been electrocuted. It was painful; by all the gods, it was painful... but there was such a relief at the same time. Her child would live; she had made sure of that! And there was no denying the glee in that.

Ha: *The heat which had been wrapped around his body began to dissipate after several moments of such fiery intensity that he felt for certain he had been seared from the inside out. But now the pressure was gone, replaced by Naor'rin's skin beneath his fingertips. Pulling his beautiful mate close, he pressed his lips to hers, his tongue teasing the inside of her mouth.* No longer a Taelon's whore...*he whispered, running his fingers through her hair.* You are what you were meant to be now...my woman, and a true Jaridian...and together we will rid the galaxy of their presence...as well as anyone who might stand with them.
Book Fifteen
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Prelude To Battle

N: *The following weeks passed rather fast. She was always in training... or otherwise busy with other no-less physical activities involving her mate. Ha'thor had at last welcomed her to the circle of his elite team. Naor'rin did her best to provide them the information they needed to board the Mothership unsuspected, and just what systems needed to be brought down and how, for them to gain full control of it. She warned them as to the ship's ability to change shape, so the blueprint she carried in her mind might not be accurate by the time they hidjacked it, but she also made mention that Zo'or's arrogance would probably numb him as to the necessity to take action and change most passwords and secret passages. Besides... he was basically unaware of much of the information she had gathered, so that made it impossible to know exactly what to change. And, rationing their energy made it necessary for them to make no change to the ship unless absolutely necessary.

The plan was coming together like a breeze. Naor'rin watched Ha'thor from the other end of the room, her deep green eyes scanning him intently. At last the meeting was over. She made conversation with some of the parting Jaridians, but in the end, there was only she and the Jaridian general in the room.* 

N: You surrounded yourself with the best. They are quite skilled, and quite bright. Their drive is impressive. *she saw him walk from across the room, his lizard eyes betraying his purpose.*

Ha: *He surounded her tiny waist with muscular arms.* My "drive" is even more impressive... and I dare say, so is my "skill"... *he began to walk towards the wall, pushing her along with him until her buttocks were pressed against it.*

N: *She smiled up at him.* I'm inclined to agree... *their bodies were closely pressed. Nothing stood between them but their tight leather suits. It wasn't hard to aknowledge his "drive". Naor'rin pulled herself up by holding on to the back of his neck and kissed him feverishly. She was in fact feeling quite light-headed... and quite hungry too. Hungry for energy. Her child was developing well, but demanding more and more energy from her as the time passed.* You should probably lock the doors... someone might see us.

Ha: Let them see. They might learn something... *he knew she was about to retort but he simply stole the opportunity by kissing her, his tongue making its way into her mouth as he worked on leaving her breathless.

Their hands had received plenty of training on how to dispatch the clothes. They were all over the floor shortly after, and they had barely broken their kissing or the skin contact in doing so. Broken sighs and groans issued from them both. Ha'thor's hands knew well just where to touch, just as hers did. They were both at the point of no return in a short while.

Ha: You are so hot... *he breathed against her neck as his lips made their way to her nipples. He nibbled at each one, bitting harder just before letting go just for the sake of hearing her cry. His hands were busier with other parts of her anatomy, pressing between the folds of her labia and teasing her clit.*

N: *He played her body like a violin... quite skillfully for such rough hands. Her slim fingers were around his shaft, feeling it engorge with the stimulation...* And you are so hard... *she licked her lips invitingly and soon he was crushing her with the violence of his passion against the wall, his hands picking her up from the floor and opening her legs wide. She clasped them around his waist as both her arms went about his neck and shoulders.

He dropped her once, and that was all it took for all his hardness to penetrate her to the core. Naor'rin cried out, but this time, it was not in pleasure. It hurt... it hurt tremendously! She burried her face on his shoulder and her lips whispered his name. Her body language was clearly confusing though and he seemed to take it as a call of pleasure. Ha'thor picked up the pace, his hips pushing her against and slightly up the wall. She held on tightly for the ride, for a while managing little more than cries and gasps, as she fought for air.

It was hot, so hot...* Please... *another thrust and her nails drove onto his back, stealing a growl from him.* Please... *she was sweating, and her temperature kept rising.* Stop... *at first is was but a faint whisper.* stop...

Ha: *He felt her shiver against his hands, her whole body heating up incredibly. So much so, she seemed to burn inside. He clasped her hair and pulled her head backwards. It was not a grimace of pleasure that he saw on her face.* Naor'rin?

N: *He was still inside her, and it hurt as if she was being ripped apart.* Hurts... too much... *glassy eyes tried to focus on his. She felt about to explode.*

Ha: *Frustration... but also allarm washed his urge away. He felt her lose strenght as both her legs slid down his. He supported her weight and gently let her slide down the wall until she was lying on the cold floor. Her skin was dangerously hot! He had seen others of his kind dying in flames before, but the fever had not grown so quickly! He felt his heart beat unsteadily. What was wrong? Did he actually mind if something happened to her?

Not bothering to give it a second thought, he reached for his pants and jumped into them. Ha'thor did not bother to dress her. The way to the infirmary was short from that room. The others were as discreet as possible: it was not actually a secret that they had become mated. It was surprising though, to see concern on the otherwise stony features of the Jaridian General.

He barged into the infirmary.* I do not know what happened. The fever took over her, her body became stiff and weak. 

Healer: You should know better than to push yourself to such limits Ha'thor. You forget that she was dependant on Taelon energy.

Ha: But you have monitored her regularly. Her readings were good. She was becoming stronger. *he placed her on the gurney and the healer hurried to run a scanner over her body.*

Healer: Her fever might be due to the levels of Taelon energy having reached a critical value. They are nearly down to nothing. Her system could be suffering from mere withdrawl... *but that was not what his face betrayed. The issue seemed more serious than that. Her temperature was dangerously high... lethaly high.* This is impossible. With this bodytemperature, she should have burned up by now! *but at last the scan came to a halt, just over her abdomen, where the heat was at is maximum. Shock was all over the old Jaridian's face... and his hand seemed to shake as he withdrew the device.*

Ha: What? What is the matter... * Naor'rin lay unconscious on the table; only a few mumbles and incoherent words left her lips.* What did you find?

Healer: *He turned to his assistent, who had been expectantly observing from the other end of the room.* Bring me our core energy reserve! Hurry about it! *only after watching his pupil run from the premises did he turn to Ha'thor.* The fever might be due to more than withdrawl. My General, Naor'rin is with child.

Ha: What? *he did not realize, but his voice echoed intimidately in the room. The healer nearly backed up, as if afraid the larger Jaridian would attack him. But a sudden calmness replaced the fury, and then worry took his place* Pregnant? Already?

Healer: *He had to hope his sigh of relief wasn't heard by the other Jaridian.* Yes. I will have to run a few tests to be sure, but everything points to the fact that she expecting a child.

Ha: My child. *his hand rested against her forehead. She was allarmingly hot. And if she was in distress, that meant that so was his child.* Can you do nothing to break this fever?

Healer: *As if on a cue, his assistant came running in, a blue orb flashing in his palm.* Yes, a small transfusion should help. It will cool her system.

Ha: Taelon energy... *he wasn't at all pleased about it.*

Healer: It is necessary, if she is to survive. *they set up the transfusion. Naor'rin's temperature dropped almost immediately, but she was still deep into her sleep. In the meantime the healer proceeded with the scans and tests. Now that her temperature was down, everything came much clearer to the scanners. The child was no more than a few weeks old, but it was there, perfectly formed, the shape of the tiny orb already assuming that of a tiny embryo. All seemed well with her reproductive system; the child's body was well connected with hers and receiving proper nourishment. What a waste to have let such breeding potential be lost to the Taelons for such a long time.

Ha'thor had watched the whole time. He was not quite himself with the news. Surely, he had expected his species to be correct when they chose them to form a couple... nearly 80% chance of procreating. But this... She had conceived within a month! It was incredible!

At last the healer finished what he was doing and walked over to him.* She is stable now, and so is the child. I can tell you that judging by the temperature of the phoetus, that you shall have a son Ha'thor. *he let pride settle on the General's features before he broke the following news* Considering, of course, that we do not run out of core energy. Our reserves are at their last. The last Taelon we held captive died by your own hands during interrogation... *he flinched when a hand came crashing into a table, scattering all kinds of devices to the floor.*

Ha: Shi'pra! It deserved to die!

Healer: Yes, no doubt... but I was not able to retrieve much core energy. If they are both to survive, we have to arrange a new supply.

Ha: *He walked past the healer, staring at Naor'rin in her peaceful sleep.* How long?

Healer: A couple of weeks, no more than that. And it is a rough prediction. If she develops a new fever and we are out of core-energy... than she will burn up... and so will your child.

Ha: You need not worry... I know just where to find all the core energy necessary to have my son born. This, and countless others after him. *he turned to face the healer.* Our plan to attack Earth and terminate the Taelons is perfected. I will see to it that the preparations are hastened, and that we are ready to strike within the week.

We shall rid the universe of the Taelons and their minions, and we shall fill Jaridia with our offspring. They have no clue of what awaits them. None whatsoever!
Book Fifteen
Part Six
Lurking Flames

*Cadence was just not having a good day; she was one month into her pregnancy, and over the past few days a pressure had begun to build within her - not so much in the physical realm, but in the psychological one. It was no secret that she was temperamental, but lately it had become sharp-edged and sometimes Cadence felt like she was sliding along its silver blade, unable to stop a tirade once it had begun.

She ran a brush through her hair, becoming more annoyed by the second at an unruly lock that kept leaving the ranks of organized chaos on her golden head.

The brush hit the carpet with a soft thud. Why did she feel like she was going to crawl out of her skin? She did not need to see T'than standing there to know he had entered the bedroom.*

GT: *He felt uneasy. Her emotions were usually strong enough to reach him, but lately they seemed to transpire through every pore in her skin and sink directly beneath his. He could not find the necessary focus to work. Much relied on his concentration since they had discovered the Jaridians were ready to launch their attack, and in his state of mind, it was too risky to force himself to work and make a mistake. For many a reason, it was not affordable.* Cadence, you should rest for a while. Your condition is delicate.

C - I do not *want* to rest, *she said, her words enunciated but calm.* I want... I want to go out. *She walked to him, frustration coloring her cheeks.* Please... I need to leave here. I need to go out and walk around. I feel like I am stifling here!

GT: We have discussed this issue one too many times. You cannot leave. *his tone was calm, but slightly exasperated. He felt her anguish, and a part of him wanted to give in and succumb to her wishes* 

C - *She spun and strode angrily from him.* Why NOT?! 

GT: This is the only place safe for you to be. I will not allow my enemies an opportunity to attack us. *his tone was already bordering on the annoyed. Lately... it seemed it wasn't just Cadence who found it hard to pull the reins on her temper.*

C - You aren't being fair! YOU aren't the one stuck here! YOU can come and go as you please! *She saw her profile in the mirror - her young and supple body, the abdomen beginning to take on a roundness from not so long ago. She was still quite appealing, but Cadence saw herself through different eyes.* YOU aren't the one who is pregnant...*she spun to glare at him.*...Again! *She practically stomped over to where the invisible door to the compartment where her clothes were, was, and slammed her fist against it.* Open it! I want my clothes! 

GT: *He simply stared at her and placed both his hands behind his back, intent on displaying just what he intended to do... or not to do. It was also an exercise of self control.*

C - *Her anger was like a misty red veil swirling around her and she couldn't stop it!* I don't need your help. If you won't open it I'll dress myself! *For a moment she was covered in deep blue, the lines of silver spiraling around the jumpsuit prettily, but in a flicker of sparkle she was nude again. Her body simply did not have enough energy when she was with child to divide its resources; the child always won.

NO! *she kicked at the small door again but the blow was ill-aimed, her toes taking all of the force and she collapsed by the bed, weeping while cradling her left foot in her hands. She was gently lifted as T'than sat down on the edge of the bed. Her arms snaked around his neck, crying disconsolately against his shoulder.*

GT: *Her physical pain was his own as well. It was instinct that moved him swiftly to sit by her, but it was with incredible gentleness that he held her to him.* I cannot let you leave. You know that. Until this child is born I will not risk your exposure. *he raised his hand to caress the back of her neck. She felt so warm, her delicate body pressed against his...*

C - What is wrong with me? *she wept* I feel like I am going to explode! *Her head fell back and she let him cradle her. Her lips were slightly parted and her eyes were closed.* I feel so hot, *she whispered. Small beads of perspiration broke out on her skin, even though she was no longer exerting herself and in fact she felt unnaturally calm. T'lana's cry caused only minor distraction in her, but she did open her eyes and look up at her lover. He was watching her from the other end of a dark tunnel, and he had the strangest expression on his face. It was almost...frightened...*

GT: *Something broke inside of him; his first reaction was akin to panic, but a conscious effort to spare her the knowledge quickly replaced it with surprise. Both his hands cupped her face as he looked deeply into her eyes. She was indeed burning... and the fire was not only heating her skin, it was consuming the greenness of her eyes and turning them to a pale amber flame.* You have a fever. *his voice was strained; being so close to her defied his control; looking into such bestial eyes pulled something inside of him, like the howl in the far distance of the forest would attract the other beasts.* Stay put... I will summon Jor'rel...

C - *She watched impassively as her skin became shiny, reflecting the dim and bluish light of the room. The sheets beneath her were beginning to feel damp. It was an odd feeling indeed - disconcerting - to feel the coolness of the air around her and yet be so hot.*

GT: *Quickly he rose, acutely aware of the need to call for help... as well as to get away from her. The Taelon nearly stumbled as he reached the console. He dialed the code to Jor'rel's personal console but it seemed the healer was not around to respond.* Sha'bra! *his hand came crashing down. His eyes darted toward Cadence and then to T'lana, as the child's cry broke the silence. T'than was unable to shield his daughter from what was happening. Cadence looked lost and even irritated by it.

He needed to take action; on an impulse he reached for T'lana. He did not risk calming her down with his own energy - his palm was tingling and it seemed his exocovering was assuming the density of skin - that was the only way to explain the general stinging that he felt all over his body. He looked down at Cadence and gently laid T'lana into her arms.* 

C - What... is happening? *she asked, taking the baby almost absently, her entire focus on him, and the look on his face...*

GT: You wanted to get out. We shall...*He leaned over and pulled the sheet from the bed where Cadence was still sitting, looking weaker and more distressed by the minute. Wrapping the silken cloth around her naked body, her picked her up.*

C - T'than... I feel... strange...

GT: Try to relax. *he let some of his energy transpire from his shell and involve her and their baby protectively. It hurt to do so though, adding to his alarm. He was changing too.*

C - *She closed her eyes and smiled at the bliss of his coolness. His energy also offered comforting closeness to him, though it was tinged with his stress.* Perhaps a cool bath is all I need, *she said to herself, and he never heard her.*

GT: *The way to sickbay lasted a small eternity. Curiously enough, by the time T'than reached the facility he had no recollection of the path, or whom in the halls had seen that most awkward picture.* Jor'rel! *he was aware of the volunteers and the Taelon assistant looking at him as though he was nothing less than an apparition.* Get out! *the humans were quick to obey his roaring command; the Taelon however, looked as frozen as an ice statue and was contemplating him in puzzlement; he seemed to want to say something. T'than did not let him; some offensive words in their native tongue were enough to at least make him leave and not want to help. Finally, the chubby figure of the old healer came barging through the door.* Something is wrong... *his expression had changed dramatically. He was nearly panicking and utterly at a loss.*

Jor: *Jor'rel straightened his beige robes, which looked more rumpled than usual. Licking his lips once as if to rid them of a sweet taste he regained his professional demeanor, rushing over and instantly bringing his hand to Cadence's flushed cheek.* Her temperature is dangerously high - how long has she been like this?

GT: No more than a few minutes, though her temper has been somewhat erratic as of late. *he was confused, but his anger was not lessened by it and it showed in the exasperation of his tone.*

Jor: I apologize for not answering your hail; I was otherwise...involved, and had not expected to be needed. *Indeed, just when he had believed that he handling Cadence's second pregnancy would be easier than the first he realized just how much more he had to learn. It's beginnings had been different yes, but until now, her condition had progressed without incident.*

GT: I am not interested in wasting time listening to your excuses. Do something! *a scrutinising pair of icy blue eyes inspected the healer, but he was too angry and concerned over Cadence's condition to pay any heed to what he saw.* 

Jor: Bring her. *He waved a flowing sleeve and they entered a large examination room at the end of the corridor and waited for the General to place her on the bed.* Take your child, General, she needs calming. Collect your fear; she senses it. Everything will be well. *He did not know that for certain, but he was bound by the dictates of his profession to keep his patients free of distress. The baby flailed in Cadence's loose embrace but soon she was secure with her Taelon parent and once more the old healer was amazed at the tender expression T'than could affect whenever he looked at her.*

GT: *He rocked T'lana in his arms, his eyes closing as he focused in his feelings and tried to shun them away. The process led him a few steps away from Cadence; feeling her aura was making it impossible for him to concentrate. But now he could reach his child and make her the only object of focus for the instant it took him to quiet her.* What is happening to her? *he asked, his eyes still on his child. He could not imagine not holding his son as he was now doing with T'lana, and he could not afford to visualize Cadence's distress either.*

Jor: That is what I am going to find out. *Going to Cadence he called her name softly because she appeared to be sleeping, but her eyes fluttered and opened and he quickly quelled his shock over her golden gaze.*

C - Where am I?

Jor: Do you not know?

C - No, *she said, her head lolling back and forth.

Jor: Do you know me?

C - *She scrutinized him and then looked away.* No! Where am I? I don't want to be here! *Then T'than was there with their baby.* Go away! Leave me alone! *She sat up but Jor'rel gently pushed her back down by her shoulders.* I'm so hot!

GT: *His daughter was shifting in his arms, her little hands shooting up and moving nervously as if she was preparing to cry again. T'than wanted to reach out to Cadence, but his hands were tied, and too full just trying to calm T'lana and shield her from her mother's ordeal.*

Jor: I know; you have a fever. *She wasn't listening to him and it was clear she was uncomfortable. He waved up a stream with one hand, the other still holding Cadence and told Jennifer Madden to bring what he requested immediately. In less than a minute, former technician Jenny Madden entered, a gleaming flat rectangle in her hands. She was a nurse now, dressed in crisp white, her dark hair pulled back in its usual ponytail. Her dark eyes met his for a moment before she stepped forward and placed the box into his hands.* Thank you, *he said softly while lifting its purplish lid, revealing half a dozen small glowing spheres of vivid blue. He plucked one from its place and inserted a clear, flexible tube into it. Next he withdrew a needle, which he attached to the other end of the tubing.*

GT: *He had to move away to let the human pass. A sudden fit of anger rose in him that she could do more for Cadence than he could at the moment. The anger rose to hatred - physical burning hatred! T'than turned and looked away, trying to regain his control.* Make it stop Jor'rel... now! *his voice was changing...*

Jor: *He frowned at the deepness of the other's voice, but dismissed it quickly, Cadence his sole focus.* That is my intention, General...

Jenny: *She watched Jor'rel work and moved to the side of the table, smiling as she looked down at Cadence, stroking her cheek softly, but when the girl opened her golden eyes she stepped back, her hand pulling away and fluttering to her breast* My God! What is wrong with her? 

C - Wh...? *She began to look frightened, trying to rise and Jor'rel had to put down what he was doing to keep her still.*

Jen: *She backed away from the encroaching Taelon General.* I...I am sorry! I did not mean anything by it...

GT: Foolish humans! I order you all out! *his tone was no lower than that of a growl. T'lana shrieked and T'than realised he had been holding her too strongly.*

Jen: I will not leave, *she replied calmly, looking him in the eye, refusing to let him see how frightened she really was.* I am the primary nurse assisting in her case and Jor'rel requires my assistance.

Jor: *Seeing an unpleasant situation forming he stepped between T'than and the young nurse.* Jenny, would you please hold T'lana? Cadence may be unnerved by this procedure and I think it best that it be T'than helping me for the moment. *reassuring smile.*

Jen: Yes... of course...*It took more than a small amount of courage on her part to hold out her arms to him, silently asking for the infant.*

GT: *He looked at Jor'rel and if only eyes could kill! But he was right: T'than only had two hands and Cadence needed him entirely. Relinquishing T'lana was the only way to be free to help... and to get the human away from Cadence as well. Plus, T'lana was stressed... maybe neutral arms would help to calm her down. As he handed T'lana over to the nurse's arms, the general's eyes never left hers as he made it abundantly clear that he would not tolerate any mistake.* You never saw any of this, understood?

Jen: She looked away, wanting to spit back a venomous comment but knowing it would solve nothing. She nodded once and turned away with the baby and bouncing her lightly in her arms, eliciting a small smile from the child. She could not help but smile at the little face that looked up at her; the baby was older now and becoming alert to things going on around her. Her bright, turquoise eyes soon found her mother and she watched the situation while sucking on a balled fist, ignoring the little kisses Jenny placed on her head.*

Jor: *He was studying the full body scan of Cadence, which floated above her, the image of her shape colored deep red, the baby in her womb looking like a flaming sunburst at the center of her body.* It is needless to warn her General; Miss Madden is a professional and your confidentiality is assured.

GT: You rely too much on these humans... *he didn't make it a point to argue any further. Cadence was his priority.* 

Jor: *Taking Cadence's arm he poised the gleaming needle over her vein, the nodule of energy ready to flow into her but the hand that grabbed his was vice-like in its grip.* She needs this energy T'than, *he said, pulling his hand back.* Foreign energy in her system will not affect that she is yours - this is not L'syr forcing her - this is not rape - this is medicine. Contained in these spheres is core energy, purified down to its most virgin form. Her system will absorb it in a short time - you will not be aware of its presence.

GT: I know what it is! Her body is not ready to receive it. It is still human in its core and adapted only to my own frequency! It could kill her!

Jor: I did not say it would be painless for her, but she *can* withstand it. *Cadence moaned and writhed under their hands, her skin red except for the occasional blush.* Your baby is in distress - he could be damaged if I do not proceed... now! 

GT: *He reached out for her face. Her skin burned against his palm. A devilish fire seemed to burn his skin... but that was not why he withdrew it. There were dark spots in the back of his hand; the shadows were engulfing him as well. He couldn't help her - not this time. His stillness and his resigned sigh were his acquiescence.*

Jor: Keep her still please. The foreign energy may come as a shock to her at first. *Against his control his eyes flicked to the other Taelon just before he plunged the needle into Cadence's arm. T'than could be extremely intimidating, but Jor'rel proceeded with the confidence that he knew what was best for his patient, despite what anyone else might think.*

C - *She had been drifting, dreaming of deserts and volcanos but the sting of the syringe brought her to instant alertness with a cry. She struggled and pushed against the ghostlike images of her hallucinations but was unable to move. Glowing rivers of molten metal became an icy storm and the shock took her breath away. It hurt in a chilling way and she knew for certain that she would suffocate!*

GT: Jor'rel!

Jor: Be calm T'than, *he said in a calmness that was the polar opposite to the gasping figure on the table or the anger on the other's face.* I promise you that this will pass...

Short minutes that seemed long passed and eventually Cadence sighed and stretched out, smiling with what looked like relief, and when she opened her eyes they were clear...and deep green.*

GT: *He had not been to hell for a while... but it seemed his life did not let him be without forcing him to make small visits to that realm. Luckily the human had taken T'lana to the far end of the room. T'than himself was close to collapsing from the aftershock of Cadence's physical reaction to the energy. He looked at the readings, hoping that they might improve at any moment... but it took forever until at last he knew the first breeze of relief. He felt his hands relax, his shoulders drop somewhat as the storm passed by and he was finally able to release the thread of self-control that had kept him from falling.*

C - T'than...*she whispered, wanting to touch him, but her arms were trapped beneath the sheet that wrapped her.* I was dreaming... I was looking for a cool place but everywhere I went was on fire...

GT: *He reached out, relieved to see his own skin returned to its rightful tone. She felt cool to the touch, the many beads of perspiration gathering to slide down her face in tiny droplets.* I know. You had a fever... but we brought it down. You are well now. *he caressed her forehead gently, his other hand reaching underneath the sheets to grab hers.* Our baby is well. *He tried to offer a reassuring smile, but he was not feeling confident enough for that. His eyes rose to Jor'rel, many questions dancing in the dry brightness of his irises.*

Jor: *He nodded to T'than and that was the only answer he would give him at the moment.* Cadence, how are you feeling now?

C - Cooler...tired...

Jor: That is understandable, *he replied, smiling down at her but then becoming more serious.* I am going to pull back the sheet now; I need to examine you. Are you prepared? *She blushed and looked away from him and Jor'rel was once again swinging between being perplexed, because Cadence had been in his care for so long and he was always quite thorough, and feeling annoyance at T'than for seeing to it that she trusted only him and feared everyone else. It was an excellent means of control, but it never made his job easier. Donning gloves, he proceeded through her breathy gasps and T'than's too-scrutinizing gaze. What did he think he would do to her???*

GT: *He did not let go of her hand through the entire proceeding. He was never too happy about other Taelons laying eyes - and even worse, hands - on her, especially after L'syr's attack. T'than had only grown more suspicious of others of his species after that. He knew all too well that behind duty could lay desire, masked by the indifferent features of concentration... but betrayed by something as insignificant as a brighter gleam in the eyes. And scrutinizing Jor'rel's movements, as well as his demenour... T'than found something different. He was unsure of what it was, but it was there.* 

Jor: *He was covering her again; her look of relief was almost painful in its intensity but he showed only his usual smile.* You deserve a treat after all that. *From a deep pocket he withdrew a rainbow colored lollipop thinking back to his first meetings with her. The joke fell as flat on her now as it had then; she just glared at him petulantly.* Do not let T'than crush your sense of humor, Cadence. I have told you before, that you are so much prettier when you smile. *A crack in the ice - the corners of her lips trembled and though she did not free the smile, her eyes softened.*

GT: *His throat issued a small growl before he was able to prevent it. Under the sheets, his hand gripped hers a bit harder, a simple command for her to disregard his comment. His eyes however, were basically shooting daggers at the healer.* 

Jor: *Jenny picked up the sucker and was showing it to the baby, who grabbed for it with delight and was now shaking it in the air. He turned so no one would see his eye roll when T'than headed that way, presumably to confiscate it. He turned back to his patient.* I do have something that I think you might like. *He helped her to stand.* Jenny? *she was busy calming T'lana, who had had the colorful candy revoked.* Oh come now T'than - it is wrapped - it would do no harm to allow her to have it.

GT: I decide what is or not harmful to my family Jor'rel. *he nearly barked at the healer.* Do not mistake your duties: you are their healer, not their entertainer. *And that human... she was getting on his nerves. He had always enjoyed her fear of him, and thought highly of her for acknowledging that T'than was one to be obeyed, but she was unusually arrogant that day. And she had chosen a rather bad day for it...*

Jor: *He waited for Jenny to take his place by Cadence's side.* Why not show her the new physical therapy room I created? I am sure Cadence would enjoy a cool bath in that lovely tub...

Jen: Come on T'lana, let's show your Mommy the neat bathing pool! *T'lana smiled uncomprehendingly, making little baby noises.*

Jor: Offer Cadence some juice as well, but remember our discussion...

Jen: ...about food, yes I remember. Only fruits and uncooked vegetables I know Jor'rel. 

Jor: A good pupil...

Jen: I had a good teacher. *She winked at him and her expression was warm. Cadence was looking back at T'than, hesitant about leaving him.*

C - T'than... You will come for us... soon, right?

GT: *He nodded* #Soon... Go, rest and relax.#  *He watched Cadence walking away, her steps hesitant. The human female was doing a good job supporting her. They disappeared behind a door, and it was only a few seconds after that that T'than focused on the healer again.* So... now that you are done with your evasive maneuvers, will you have the decency of explaining just what happened? *slowly, his annoyance was replaced with concern.* This did not happen with T'lana. Is it the baby Jor'rel? Are my worst fears realized?

Jor: *His earlier annoyance with the other Taelon evaporated. There was no more arrogance - no more posturing, and what was left behind was the fear that any new parent would have. He blinked several times before he spoke.* I would be lying if I said there was no cause for concern, but I mean this statement to be taken conservatively T'than. I have done every conceivable test, and as you have witnessed, examined Cadence thoroughly. Thus far, your child reads as a hybrid, just like his sister. 

GT: Yes, you have made your reports known to me. But in none of them you outlined today's events. The way it all happened... It was almost akin to what ails the Jaridians. *he paced the room uneasily, mulling on the thought and then turned to the healer again.* This pregnancy has progressed very differently from that of T'lana. 

Jor: Yes I know. These events were unanticipated on my part. *He paused, in thought and then continued. *  *Physically* he is what T'lana is, and just as perfect. *His robes fluttered gently when he turned around to organize his instruments.* Mentally, he may be...different. I believe that Cadence's unfocused emotions and quick temper are related to the child. *He turned back, his hands out.* I do not think you should panic at this juncture T'than. Until we know for sure, you only expend your resources. I will have more definitive answers for you as her pregnancy progresses, and during that time Cadence will need you at your best. 

GT: That is what unsettles me - I am hardly at my best. It has become increasingly difficult for me to control... our ancestors' dark legacy. Just now when she most needed me, I felt it taking over. *he looked at both his palms, opening and closing his fingers a few times.*

Jor: I know, *he replied softly, unfazed by the revelation. He beckoned the General to follow him into a room next to the one they had been in. Entering a code into a small interface, the small cabinet that it locked opened and Jor'rel withdrew a small bottle of tiny pink tablets. They glowed softly within their cylinder.* These are for you. *He smirked* Consider them... Taelon aspirin. You are exhausted - taking these will replenish you as well as help you to rest. You will discover that energy showers feel more potent while using them. 

GT: How will this help? It may appease my discomfort, but it will not help Cadence... or my son.

Jor: By helping yourself, you help them. You know this already. I do not want to speculate about your new baby any further until I have more information with which to postulate a diagnosis. At best, he may simply be temperamental, like Cadence, or perhaps even aggressive, like you. At worst...well...only time will tell. 

GT: Indeed... I do not need a healer to reach that conclusion for me, Jor'rel.

Jor: *He gave T'than an annoyed look and then he sighed and closed the compartment.* It is possible that... while physically humanoid, that he could be... wild, like our ancestors. I have my reasons however, to believe that things will not be that critical... *He was just about to elaborate when the door vanished.*

L'syr: *The energy pistol fit perfectly in his hand, and he already had it raised to chest level of the two beings who stared at him, dumbstruck. The fools!*

Jor: L'syr, perhaps you have not been informed, but this unit of the infirmary is closed. *He sounded calm, acting ignorant to the fact that there was a weapon pointed at him.* Please leave.

GT: *The fact that T'than remained still and silent as a statue, was only an apparent impassiveness. His mind was working rapidly, going through alternatives of fight or flight, considering plans of action, weapons at hand... Jor'rel was doing a good job diverting L'syr's attention.*

Ls: Oh I shall, Healer, once I have collected what is mine...that is, after I have disposed of the traitor. *His eyes flicked to his former mentor, now, his enemy.*

Jor: Explain.

Ls: Very well, but I do so because I wish for him to know my intentions, *not* because you command it.

Jor: Proceed. *He was stepping back carefully. One touch of a button on the console behind him would be enough to warn Jenny to get herself and her two charges to safety.*

Ls: First I shall eliminate the deviate, T'than, who has reverted down to a lower life form and then, I intend to take Cadence Blue with me. News of her pregnancy was delivered to the Synod.

GT: *His blue eyes were fixed on his pupil, attentive to every move, every step... every breath.*

Jor: *Another step back, closer...closer..* I know - *I* delivered it.

Ls: You should have come to me. The child she carries, it is mine, and I intend to claim it.

Jor: I assure you that it is not. She was already with child when you...attacked, her.

Ls: Untrue. *Blue fire shot from the weapon's mouth, incinerating the panel behind the physician.* I will not allow you to alert anyone of my presence Jor'rel! You will bring the girl to me, immediately! *Movement to his right and he lunged toward T'than.* So, you wish to hasten your demise?

GT: *The shot was what it took to awaken him. Taking advantage of the opportunity, he broke his stillness and attacked. His velocity was quite impressive, defying the normal eye. In the last instance he had made his decision: to stall L'syr, die trying if he had to, so that Jor'rel could take them to safety. A growl was heard as he grabbed his pupil's wrist, pulling it up towards the ceiling.* This time, you will not have the benefit of my weakness... *his Shaquarava burned against L'syr's skin, but they were both too high with their anger to notice the pain. A second flash came from the barrel of L'syr's gun, but it had only grazed his waist.*

~*~

C - *From beneath the cool and bubbling water of the large round tub, Cadence came to the surface suddenly, her eyes darting back and forth.*

Jen: *What? *she asked, grinning at T'lana who was learning to creep across the carpet. Soon she would be crawling - how sweet she was!*

C - There is something wrong... *She wrapped a towel around herself and stepped out onto a mat.* T'than is in trouble!

~*~

GT: *A different kind of gleam caught his attention: L'syr's palm was moving towards his midsection, bearing the ancient flame. Almost immediately, T'than grabbed it with his own. They were palm to palm, no differently than they had been countless times during in lessons. Only this time, they did not mean to share knowledge... they meant to bestow death upon the other.*

Ls: *He grinned almost madly, his hands pressing hard against T'than's.* The void awaits you! Do night fight the inevitable!

GT: *T'than let his deadly energy flow freely into his pupil's palm. There was a blast of energy and they cried out in unison as both Taelons were thrown onto their backs on the floor, several feet from where the struggle had begun.

T'than was already struggling to rise, disoriented still by what had just happened. The gun lay not far from him, but he had no time to reach for it. L'syr too was getting onto his feet. But then, quite surprisingly, T'than froze as his pupil proceeded to rise. He was left staring, an expression of puzzlement on his face. He was barely aware of L'syr's words - a threat, as usual but, it was to be his last...*

Ls: *He scorned the weapon that lay nearby and poised his hand over T'than's midsection; the War General would now meet his end, and by the look on his face, meet it in fear. Weak! That is what his emotions had made him!* Before you die, General T'than know this: You die weak! And as you enter the void know that I will enjoy...what is that word they use? Ah yes, 'fucking,' your mate every day. Her torment will be mine! *His hand cut through the air and there was a sharp cry, but it was not from his mentor...

A dark hand had pierced through L'syr's chest from behind, skewering him on the strong yet slender arm which was now the only thing keeping him standing. Agonized wails were heard as well as bestial moans. A prey being consumed by its predator while still alive... its very life force leeched out from its main pathway until silence engulfed the room and the many final sparkles flowed away into the air, never to be L'syr again.*

Naor'rin: Hello, T'than... *she had escaped Ha'thor's ship, ignoring the clear command that she was to remain in their room until he could bring her nourishment. Her agenda was not to be a mother though - it was revenge, and this was her opportunity. Not Ha'thor, not anybody would get to her enemies before she did. Those were her lives to harvest...

Finding L'syr had been easy. She had spotted him making a turn in the secret passages, heading for the infirmary. And she had business in that infirmary. A business called Cadence, and a promise to keep of rescuing T'lana from the Taelon's hands. And of course, that was where the Taelon energy was as well... and she needed it to reach the peak of her strength so she could ensure her vengeance was fulfilled. Finding T'than in that room was merely an additional bonus.* I did not expect to find you standing. *there was a sadistic grin on her lips. Her demeanou was no less threatening: she had changed - looked wilder - the black locks of her hair were tainted with bright red at the ends, bringing out the ethereal greenness of her lizard-like eyes.* I have to admit, killing you was not my intention here, but it will be more satisfying than merely pulling the plug on your stasis bed... 

GT: *Bright energy burned in her palm, directed at him. She looked impressive. Much more of a Jaridian now than she was when he had captured her. He had not expected to see her; no alarms had been activated. Yet, he could not deny what his eyes saw.*

N: Any last words, before I send you straight to the void?

GT: *His breath was labored; he was still tense from his fight with L'syr and his senses were sharp. The gun was not too far away, and his palms were hidden from her sight and burning.* I have no intention of dying today...

N: *The shot came as a surprise. Two months ago she would not have been able to avoid it; but not now. Her sharp senses warned her and she rolled forward just in time. The motion brought her dangerously close to him; enough for her claws to tear part of the Taelon's jumpsuit. She was quite amazed that he managed to keep her from killing him right away, instead evading her second blow.* Die already! My claws still need the energy of two others to be sated! *she charged with all the might of her fury. But it seemed that with each blow he managed to become quicker in his defense, and soon, he too was attacking...

The alarms sounded then. Deafening. The ship trembled with the blast that hit the hull. She grinned and laughed as she moved away from one of T'than blows.* The end is coming T'than, for you and for your damnable race!

She was totally unaware of the 3 pairs of eyes watching them. There was a cry; two actually, when her lit Shaquarava hit the Taelon in the chest and sent him crashing against a wall.* At last... *Naor'rin lunged forward, all five claws aiming at her nemesis' neck... but suddenly she froze.*

Jor: *Jor'rel knew during the battle that had ensued before him that he was indeed no warrior. In treating the sick he had a powerful and analytical mind, but in the last few minutes he had been utterly frozen in surprise. However when he saw Cadence standing in the door, in a medical gown, struggling against Jenny who was trying to pull her back he acted, lunging forward to grab her but she was able to dart by him.*

N: *Something... someone, stood in the way. She was left in charging position, all five claws just inches away from a very delicate neck, her green eyes clashing with those of a young girl that she had last seen lying on a gurney, trapped... desecrated.*

C - Naor'rin stop!

N: Cadence? *fury was replaced by confusion, and soon, anger was back to gleam in her eyes.* Get out of the way! I'm going to finish him, for all the wrong he has done to you... to me... to my child!

C - *She shook her head - those words made no sense but suddenly she was grabbed so hard by her arms she screamed. Two large volunteers had a hold of her and they dragged her, kicking and screaming from the room.* NO LET ME GO! DAMMIT LET ME GO LET ME GO!

Jen: Cadence stop this! *She tried to touch her but the girl screamed and kicked at her. She followed the two men down the hall and one of them put his hand over Cadence's mouth and then Jor'rel was there with a syringe. The idiots just let the girl slide to the floor but one picked her up quickly and, leaving Jor'rel behind, whisked her through a door to a secured area, where T'lana had been placed.*

Jor: *He ran back to where Naor'rin was holding T'than at bay, but her eyes were looking in the direction where Cadence had been taken.* She is fine - we took her to someplace safe Naor'rin...

N: *Her heart was divided about what to do next. She was still frozen in place, ready to strike and harvest T'than's life. But there was also a mighty pull in Cadence's direction. Maybe, in the confusion of the attack she had escaped her cell. She had seemed well... but in a flash her mind also recalled something her eyes had barely missed. Cadence too was pregnant. Again. Her eyes closed as a wail escaped her throat.* She was the last innocent you destroyed T'than!! *she had made a decision: death was her primary business. She would see him die, see his eyes turn white and soulless as the energy was drained from his body!*

GT: *In the midst of the commotion, T'than had risen to his feet, but was still leaning to the wall. His breath was unusually labored, and the blueness of his eyes was slowly eaten away by yellow fire. He was not too far off though to miss a rather important detail. Something about Naor'rin... about the part of her energy he had always been able to feel; something in her body was still Taelon. Very much so. Lying there in the confusion as the lurking beast made its way to the surface, he had had the time to notice how her midsection had turned rounder... not so differently from Cadence's when she was with child...*

Jor: *She was going to kill the War Minister and Jor'rel must have had some warrior hidden in him after all, because he never hesitated after picking up the discarded pistol. He pointed it at her back and was just about to fire it when he saw T'than glare at him and shake his head once. Naor'rin probably interpreted the action as meant for her because Jor'rel saw her smile maliciously, but she never could have anticipated her victim's next move...*

GT: *Everything seemed to pass in slow motion to his eyes. He saw her feet drag somewhat backwards; saw the muscles in her thighs flex as they moved the weight of her body forward as the clawed hand stretched, propelling her forward, like a deadly spear. No Taelon should be able to do what T'than did, and in essence, that remained truth. In the final moment he managed to grab her wrist and move to the side. All four of her talons still cut through his jumpsuit, spilling blood when it should have been energy. Naor'rin had seen it too, and she had hesitated, and that had been her undoing. 

The colour of his eyes had changed, and so had that of his skin. The inner darkness leaked out from his body to shield it in a new exocovering. T'than was atavus again. In a display of might, he twisted her arm and locked it behind her back, pulling it upwards until there was a crack and her growl became one of pain instead of frustration. The voice that spoke to her was quite different from the T'than she knew.* No one will die today.

N: *Naor'rin had seen the change... seen the eyes... and now saw the dark hand rise up to meet her temple. She struggled despite the pain of her broken arm, her whole being crying out for freedom again. But no training could have readied her to face such a beast.* Impossible... *before five burning fingers touched her skin...*

GT: And no other innocent shall die today from your actions either. I spare you, for the sake of your child.

N: *She remembered shuddering and trying to break free once more, but that was all before darkness engulfed her, washing pain and hatred away.*

Jor: *Barely had Naor'rin's body touched the cold floor when she was lifted up into Jor'rel's arms. The stocky Taelon did not look capable of such grace and strength but the proof was there in his serene and unstrained appearance. He took her into the very room where he had examined Cadence and lay her on the padded table, piercing blue eyes finding her rounded midsection right away. The ship rumbled again and he looked up at the ceiling and then back at her. T'than had remained in the other room, in contact with Zo'or he presumed, but moments later he was there. Jor'rel had already opened her robes and was running a scanning device over her nude body, watching the results on a floating stream.*

Are you needed elsewhere?

GT: *It took him some time to recover. It appeared that his atavistic state would come and go with his anger. He was not at all at ease though. The alarms had sounded all over the ship. The console did not lie, with many a red dot tainting the usual tones of purple and blue. They were under attack... and by the look of things, the situation was bound to become critical.* Not right away. The Synod is convening, as they felt L'syr's passing. But I trust they will summon me soon enough, having no one else to take his place.

Jor: *He nodded, never looking up from his work.* You may remain then until such time as they summon you. *Another stream rolled down and Jenny appeared, stating that Cadence was sedated but well, the baby sleeping in her arms. They were protected as much as possible in a heavily shielded part of the ship and so Jor'rel continued his work, aware of T'than's gaze on her.* If you had not stopped me I might have killed her... and her unborn. *He looked over at him.* I owe you a debt of gratitude for that, however, I will tell you now that Naor'rin came to me, months ago, and she confessed some of her past...

GT: *His eyes were, for a moment, diverted to Jenny just by her simple mention of Cadence. But as soon as his mind registered the information, it immediately held her as inconsequential and his focus was Jor'rel again, and his words. A sixth sense told him more trouble was coming.*

Jor: *His eyes held T'than's a prisoner*...I am aware of what you did to her... and of the child that subsequently resulted from it. I prefer to leave the past where it is - you presently have a mate and are good to her, and she appears quite contented. But now Naor'rin has returned, pregnant, and I cannot help but to notice your sudden and active interest in her. *He set the scanner down, his voice bearing warning.* I hope that you have no plans to continue where you left off, T'than. I am sure you know that I would never allow it. *The ship shuddered again, but it seemed the hit came from further away. Perhaps the Jaridians were retreating....*

GT: *His features turned to stone, in paleness and expression.* I prefer to leave the past where it is as well. If you are somehow implying that I have anything to do with her condition, know that you are wrong. *he looked down at the Jaridian* 

Jor: Why did you save her?

 GT: *A smirk cracked the hardness of his features.* I have not. I understand Naor'rin well enough to know that she was seeking vengeance, and she was seeking death. And I stopped her from achieving both. *he looked back up into Jor'rel's eyes* You claim to know her past. She lost a child once, she would not risk it again... unless she was hopeless. It is odd. So you may say I saved her life for the sake of the child she carries, as well as to sate my curiosity. *there was almost evil in his tone.* Last I saw her, she was kneeling at Zo'or's feet... a complete outcast, shunned away by her own people, by the Taelons... and by Zo'or.

Jor: *He made a disgusted noise but kept working over the unconscious woman; Zo'or had been a fool to let Naor'rin go based on allegations by L'syr and T'than. He glanced at the War Minister but left his thoughts unspoken. The ship shuddered around them though he barely heard the sound of the rumbling blast. His eyes were locked on his scanner and what it revealed about the tiny life growing inside of the Jaridian.*

T'than, you were being truthful when you told me that her present condition was not a result of anything you had done? *He could not help his suspicion; T'than had discovered how to procreate with a human and now he was faced with something equally as extraordinary.*

GT: *His brow arched somewhat and he looked down at the healer* Yes. I resent your insinuations Jor'rel. I have already stated that I have not laid eyes on Naor'rin since the interrogation. I never had any interest in her. *still the old Taelon looked suspicious. It was coming close to annoying.* You are not convinced. Why is that?

Jor: Look for yourself - I cannot help the insinuation - these readings clearly show that this child is also a hybrid...a Taelon/Jaridian one. Perhaps you managed to work miracles again...

GT: Sha'bra! *he was not sure what exactly had awakened his fury: Jor'rel's barely veiled accusations, or the news of a Taelon/Jaridian hybrid having been conceived.* How dare you imply that I would break my bond with Cadence for a Jaridian! You would do best to analyze the energy patterns before you make such statements Jor'rel. *his eyes flashed, but they were fully blue when they returned to normal.* I left her to Zo'or's care and as far as I know, it was he who kept her under "surveillance" until her escape.

Jor: *He pulled back in the face of the warrior's ire.* Very well, I shall check this child's energy signature against Zo'or's - it will not be difficult...*He bustled from the room and returned a few minutes later with a datapad clutched in his hand. Every Taelon had his energy print on file and it did not take Jor'rel long to make a comparison.*

My apologies, T'than. It appears that you are correct - despite what Zo'or has been told to the contrary, he has become a parent. *He shook his head, his words falling away more and more quietly from his lips*...though I do not know how he accomplished it.

GT: *His eyes were on Naor'rin and the roundness of her midsection. Indeed... how had he accomplished such a thing? This child put everything at risk! If Taelons and Jaridians could indeed procreate, then... it was likely that his kind might shun the idea of mating with the humans which left him, Cadence and their children in a rather precarious position.* Indeed... *he had to hope that, like what had happened with his child and Naor'rin's, that also Zo'or's would perish at a young age. It seemed that Naor'rin was still a rock in his shoe.*

Jor: He must be told...*another shaking burst of thunder around them that was so strong they each grabbed Naor'rin's gurney for balance.*...though at a better time than this. War Minister, I believe the time has come for you to attend to your duties and do what you were bred for - to fight and protect us.

GT: Yes, I believe you are correct. *the ship was stable once more, but alarms had blared not far from the infirmary.* Hide her. Take her somewhere safe and restrain her. Keep yourself out of harm's way as well. *for indeed, Jor'rel was a crucial element into securing a future for his species.* I will wait no longer for the Synod's summoning. *waving his hand diagonally over his chest, he drew what soon became his old warrior's sash. He was the only one left entitled to wear it.*

Jor: Naor'rin will be well protected and looked after, as will your family. Next to the womb, the medical wing is the most secure place onboard.

GT: *With no further ado, he nodded at the healer and made his way out of the infirmary. T'than tried a portal, but the system was unstable. He could be stranded in ID space before he even got to the bridge. The maze of passages hidden behind the ship's walls were a longer path, but a secure one.

He felt a new blast hit the hull of ship another time. It had been violent, nearly stealing his balance! But not a minute later he was on the bridge. Most Synod members were present, their faces set in concentration as the meeting progressed. Some of the faces turned to him immediately though.* What is our status?
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Z: *Zo'or looked up from the circle of Taelons around him, whispery syllables of his native language floating from his lips and dissolving like mist. A few others followed his gaze to the War Minister.* T'than. You would have been called momentarily after the Synod's convening. 

GT: Would I? *his chin was raised as he walked forward, very close to the other Taelons. L'syr's spot was clear, though his was taken in the circle.* Somehow, I think not. 

Z: Why would I lie? What purpose would it serve? *The ship was rattled by another wave of weapons fire, the swaying pilots expertly maneuvering her out of the line of fire of other volleys, however the Jaridians were stepping up the fight.* As you can see, you are needed here. *His voice was smooth, as though he was not in the least concerned over the current situation. Placing his hands behind his back in a manner identical to T'than's he stood straight against the occasional rocking, looking down on the other from his higher vantage point.* 

GT: Yes, I am. And that knowledge is precisely what brought me here. We have no time to waste on further discussion. This is no ordinary attack. *he had that knowledge from Naor'rin's words.* 

Z: Indeed, *he replied.* I do have one query though, War Minister. As I am sure you are aware, Defense Minister L'syr has entered the void. I trust that you had nothing whatsoever to do with that? *He could barely repress a smirk.* Though you retained the higher position, he still retained his status as a Synod member, and it was no secret that your former pupil held you in low regard in the end. One does wonder if you decided to end your mutual animosity... permanently. 

GT: *He grimaced.* It would be a strategic error to cause L'syr's demise during such a critical situation as the one we are in now, so you may shed your suspicion. *he paused.* You can verify for yourself that I was in the infirmary at the time. 

Z: *He stood in profile to T'than, his chin up in its usual arrogant manner while he listened to him speak. Finally he turned to face him fully, raising an eyeridge.* It would appear that you are being truthful that you had nothing to do with his demise. You see, Jor'rel contacted us not ten minutes ago, relating to us how your mate had suffered a minor crisis and that your delay in arriving to the bridge would be by mere moments due to your remaining by her side. Thus your whereabouts have been accounted for during the time of the Defense Minister's passing. *Turning, he stepped back up onto the dais where the others were but then paused and looked at T'than from the corner of his eye. I did find it interesting though, how Jor'rel offered this explanation when at the time, we had not called for your presence on the bridge. *His lips turned up into a knowing smile that only T'than could see - a smile that spoke of many things, one being that despite his feelings about T'than himself, that he liked L'syr even less; he would not mourn the loss.* Apparently we will never know what unfortunate event befell the Defense Minister...will we? 

GT: *He smiled back. Of course he knew; that held them at an advantage over Zo'or. Furthermore, he had no intention of letting Zo'or know just who had killed L'syr. If it depended on him, he would keep Naor'rin and her child away from him. Having the Taelon prince know of her existence and condition might bring about questions - questions that were better left unasked. In any case, he would not allow a second hybrid race to be born; and he would not give Zo'or the hope of reclaiming the eternal leadership of his species. History would not repeat itself.*

 I believe we shall not. 

Z: *He nodded then.* Indeed. *Moving back to stand with his peers he spoke officially once again.* In light of the current circumstances the Synod has reached a decision: B'lar will be elevated to Defense Minister, as L'syr had intended, and continue to represent the military caste on the Synod. There is no other Taelon in your caste who has the necessary experience to fill the other vacant seat on the Synod and, in war, we need a military leader, so, as of this moment the demotion you received during your trial is rescinded and you will again stand with us as a Synod member. *He waited for T'than to take his place, noting Sc'orr's satisfied expression and then continued as the ship took yet another hit.* Are you ready to advise us regarding a counterattack? 

GT: I will need the information on the nature of the ships that attack us, as well as their number. *the information he was given was not at all reasuring.* Sha'bra... *Naor'rin was right. The Jaridians had enough power to destroy the Mothership as they so hoped. Plus, many of the Earth projects he had started were unfinished. Such a shame that the North Pole cannon had been destroyed. As if not minding the others he stepped out of the dais and headed to one of the consoles. The damages inflicted to the ship were mainly on the hull. The shields were still high, but much of the energy was being diverted from the main systems to keep it at such levels.* We cannot afford this rate of energy consumption. *the ship was already shrinking in size to compensate for the losses, and it was having a hard time regenerating.* Battle cruisers... nine of them.

Sc: Nine? *The ambassador said, shocked, and he received a contemptuous glance from the young B'lar; the new Defense Minister did not feel threatened by the number in the least.*

GT: *Experience from the past had him check the energy readings. They had once been fooled by Jaridian technology. A smile broke out on his lips.* Three. They should know better than to use the same trick twice. 

B'lar: We can easily sustain against three, *he said, his eyes swinging to look Sc'orr's way.*

GT: *At last he turned to the other Taelons.* We have enough energy to activate the ship's weapon system. Some of the energy will have to be taken from the shields. I suggest that in the meantime we start our engines. They may be only three, but they are smaller and faster than us. Plus... we have no guarantee that upon her escape, Naor'rin did not reach Jaridia. If it is so, and if she was accepted back, then we have a great breach in our security... *with that he faced Zo'or directly, secretly enjoying having scored a few more points in their eternal quarrel.* 

Z: *The mention of her name left a stinging red mark upon his soul, not to mention the humiliation that was still fresh from her betrayal. Staring down the few who dared to look at him with reproach he faced his nemesis.* It will not be of consequence if you have been doing your job, *he said sharply.* I trust you have taken measures to maintain our normal level of security?

GT: I took all possible measures without compromising our energy reserves. *his eyes narrowed somewhat, concentrating their malevolent gleam into two slits.* But I advise caution. She knew too much. *but movement to his side diverted his attention toward the bridge's windows*

Z: *The Taelons watched with a sense of quiet desperation as one great cruiser broke formation from the triad and came toward them, its mighty cannons glowing redly in the starlight.* Power the engines... now!

Sc: They are charging but it will be several minutes. We will not be able to avoid this blast. *His hands moved over the console swiftly, his eyes reflecting the flashing alarm lights.*

Z: Sha'bra!

Sc: We are attempting to maneuver away from the worst of it...

B'lar: I am diverting power from all unnecessary systems to reinforce our shields...

Sc: Brace yourselves - the warship is firing...*Even the few Taelons who were holding to consoles were badly thrown off balance. The blue of the bridge turned to flashing crimson and the klaxon began to sound.* Deck fifteen has a breach to open space...

B'lar: Compensating...

Sc: Decks twenty-nine and thirty-one are compromised somewhat.

B'lar: Leave them; those decks are of no importance.

Sc: There are volunteer barracks there - we must shield them!

B'lar: Irrelevant!

Z: I will not tolerate more harm to this ship from those Jaridian Shic'las! T'than, I want those weapons powered now!

GT: I cannot extract any more energy from the other decks without compromising their integrity! The ship is readjusting its size, and we cannot divert power from the engines. *his eyes were speeding over the console's readings, searching for systems to shut down with the ferocity of a man struck by the gold fever.*

Sc: The engines will be online in sixty seconds - it would be advisable to go to ID space.

B'lar: No - we can defeat them easily!

Z: *The cannons of the great ship began to glow as her weapons charged and the other two cruisers began to encroach and the leader's wide blue eyes met those of the War Minister, waiting to see what decision he would ultimately make.*

GT: We cannot. *his eyes moved from the three titanic ships to the blue orb floating in the space behind them. He turned to Zo'or.* Have you contacted the humans? Is there no project of the Synod's ready to aid the Mothership in such situation?

Z: The Synod has been occupied in a diverse number of projects however there is nothing that would add to our advantage against the Jaridians.

GT: *He had to growl at the answer he received. His hands gripped at the console's edges, menacing to break it.* Sha'bra! We have enough energy to fire; our cannons are at full power. We can take one of them down, maybe two if we lower the shields, but it will leave us at the mercy of the third cruiser. The time it will take to power up our weapons will be enough for them to destroy this ship.

B'lar: Is it not better to die in battle than to run for ID space like cowards?

Sc: Are you that eager for death B'lar? I know that I am not...

Da'an: Nor am I. T'than, let us retreat to the safety of ID space where we may rethink our next move.

GT: *He seemed to ponder for a moment. The enemy ships were dangerously close when at last he turned to Zo'or.* Take us to ID space. NOW! We will shoot at them moments before fully entering the ID tunnel, and use the wormhole to replenish our weapon before striking again. A little game of hide and seek. *his eyes shot in B'lar's direction.* The shields will have to be compromised. Power the Mak'rath cruiser, and assemble your crew. We will narrow the difference in number, and it will add to our capacity to maneuver.

B'lar: *He nodded, satisfied that their retreat was not a total one and that he would still have a chance to eliminate as many of his most hated enemy as he could.*

GT: Sc'orr, see what you can do about the hull breaches. I want no open doors for the Jaridians to board this ship!

Sc: I am evacuating the outer decks; I shall compress this ship, the smaller size being easier to shield effectively. Volunteer troops have been assembled and posted in the more vulnerable areas in case the Jaridians attempt to board us.

Z: *He took his command chair, one hand flying over the arm controls, the fingers of his other hand plucking at a datastream, multitasking as no mere human ever could.* Prepare to engage ID drives and power up energy cannons; we will go to ID and fire at the lead cruiser simultaneously... on General T'than's order!

Da'an: B'lar has signaled his readiness to launch the cruiser on your command, War Minister; he fully expects the Jaridians to pursue us.

GT: So do I. *he was focused on the three ships as they came closer, and closer...*

Sc: Enemy ship will be in firing range in ten seconds!

Z: T'than!

Sc: Weapons ready!

GT: Zo'or... engage the ID drives... *the space around the ship was already dissolving around him when he finally hit the commands. A large beam of light cut through the outside darkness, aiming directly at the Jaridian cruiser's core. It was mere milliseconds from hitting it when interdimensional space engulfed them. The only confirmation from the blast was the wave of energy that followed them into the ID slipstream before it closed fully around them.*

Z: *The pinpoints of white starlight seemed to expand and fill the blackness until the Mothership was enfolded in the vortex of interdimensional space. The smooth ride in the slipstream was abruptly interrupted by an all too familiar rattling of the hull.*

The two remaining cruisers have caught our slipstream and are in pursuit. General, launch our cruiser at once! Sc'orr, I want our weapons recharged immediately!

GT: *He contacted B'lar at once.* Can you maneuver well enough to slip out and then in of ID space in a matter of seconds? The only way that ship can face up to the cruisers is by taking full advantage of the element of surprise. We must surround them. *thankfully, this time his answer was reasuring.*

Sc'orr, how much power can you divert back to the shields without interfering with the cannons? *their weapons were almost at full capacity again.* 

Sc: Fifteen percent at the most; any more than that and the weapons will not recharge fast enough to sustain us in battle.

GT: Call the volunteers up to the shuttles as well, and launch them. 

Sc: Should that not be a last resort?

GT: *He had a feeling that order would not be well received. It was a kamikaze assignment, but it might buy them some time.* If we are to survive this, we will need to stall the Jaridians, as well as distract them from B'lar's intention. *In war, one always had to make sacrifices.*

Sc: I could attempt to create sensor "ghosts" that might distract them for a time. It could save human lives...

Z: I am not concerned with saving human lives I am concerned with saving this ship! Order the fighters to launch at once!

Sc: *He sent the order to the young men and women who had been chosen to pilot the small fighter craft that would serve as distraction for the two Jaridian battle cruisers, as well as targets for their weapons array. In seconds dozens of tiny craft shot outward from the main ship and began to circle the large cruisers like glowing mosquitos.*

GT: *There was a new shake on the Mothership. Not caused by a blast though, but rather by the Mak'rath cruiser. B'lar was on his way; and the readings showed that the cannons were ready to fire again. T'than turned to face the enemy cruisers. The wormhole was reducing their space of maneuver, forcing them to fly one after the other.* Sc'orr, I need you to order the volunteers to herd the two ships to stay side by side. *for indeed, if he managed to hit one with full power, the tunnel would disrupt its trajectory and he had to hope, force it collide with the other one.*

Z: *He watched with satisfaction as the phalanx of tiny ships encroached against the goliaths, their small cannons firing a constant stream of bright energy against their enemies, and the great ships responded with one cruiser sluggishly moving behind the other. He saw from the corner of his eye that Sc'orr was far more affected then he each time one of the little fighters exploded - the victim of an accurate shot by the enemy.*

GT: *The shuttles were already doing their job. Many a fly against the bestial Jaridian cruisers. T'than spotted a bright dot just after the last of the enemy's ship.* B'lar is in position. Prepare to fire!

Sc: Weapons at the ready! *They all watched as B'lar pivoted the sleek and bullet-shaped Mak'rath cruiser back and forth in front of the lead Jaridian ship, easily dodging its fire, the young Defense Minister piloting his ship effortlessly, surfing on the currents of the ID stream.* The lead Jaridian ship is completely engaged with our cruiser and the fighters. I am establishing a target lock now. *On his screen the behemoth of a ship moved steadily toward the center of his display and lights began to flash as the lock was made.* The Jaridians are powering their weapons and targeting us - they know what we intend to do. *But it was too late, Sc'orr had already armed the great cannons and a second later they sent deadly bolts of flaring energy forward that enveloped the first ship, some of their own fighters being taken out from the massive explosions as the ship was thrust back into the one behind it.*

GT: *It was a close call. He turned swiftly to watch the deadly bolt make its way towards the Jaridian ship. Light against darkness. The Jaridian ship had come so close that the wormhole was given no time to affect the blast's trajectory. It was flawless, hitting it on the side, just over the engines... It was all that T'than's mind could register before there was nothing but light and then, the image of the ship's debris hitting the second battle cruiser. T'than saw it collide with the ID tunnel, affecting the very stability of the Taelon Mothership. A sense of relief filled him... At least those two cruisers were defeated.*

Z: *His slender hands gripped the arms of his chair unconsciously as the ship rumbled, caught in the wake of the catastrophe outside. Eventually they were riding the silence of the interdimensional tunnel and the bridge resumed its normal hue as the alert lights went out.* War Minister, call back our cruiser. Sc'orr, have whatever fighters remain return to the ship.

Sc: *He looked at the Synod leader, but his hands were still upon the console.*

Z: Have you become hard of hearing Sc'orr? I said to hail them back.

Sc: I cannot. There are none to hail.

Da'an: *His soulful eyes widened in genuine shock.* You sent out thirty-eight fighters...and not one survived?

Sc: No... It is indeed a devastating sacrifice, and for the Jaridians as well. *When he thought of the number of dead after this small skirmish the old Taelon was truly apalled.*

Z: It is a sacrifice in the name of war, and I will not mourn our enemies. *He arched his brow.* Perhaps you would have preferred they were victorious and destroyed this ship? I am sure that the War Minister would not have minded sacrificing his mate and child...children...to ease the sting of your bleeding heart.

GT: In war, there are no taboos. Their lives served a purpose. We have survived. *he threw a glance Sc'orr's way and then focused back on his console.* I cannot seem to recall B'lar. He must have been thrown out of interdimensional space when the disruption occurred. *the lights on the ship were suddenly down, the blue brightness replaced by a deeper purple.*

Z: What is it now? *he griped irritably; he just wanted to get back to Earth. The injured ship left behind would not be problematic to dispatch.*

GT: The tunnel is unstable... we do not have energy to sustain it any longer. We must exit ID space now! *he turned to Zo'or, but just then his eyes caught something in the corner of the screen. He had been alert as to intruders.* It appears that to Sc'orr's satisfaction, there are survivors to the battle; eleven, and they have boarded this ship. 

Z: Sha'bra ch'naa! Where?!!!

GT: *Sc'orr's work had been fast, but the ship took its time to heal. They had company.* It seems they took the time when the shields were down to portal themselves to a set of secret coordinates. *he turned, facing Zo'or directly.* They are in your offices. *his tone bore accusation, and the immediate conclusion: no one but Naor'rin could have provided those coordinates. And she had chosen well: the Taelon wing was empty of humans, so the Jaridians were free to roam and do damage at whim, as well as kill Taelons.*

Z: *It seemed there was to be no end to his humiliation at Naor'rin's hands. His fist slammed against the arm of his chair and he saw some of the more timid of the Synod jump. They were all still there, those not manning consoles cloistered in small groups around the bridge. Their faces bore no accusation however - they were too concerned for their own lives at the moment. He rose and stepped down from the dais.* Summon the volunteers. I will take a team and eliminate the intruders myself!

Sc: I have summoned them but I shall go.

Z: How dare you! I am quite able...

Sc: I am aware of that Zo'or, but you are the commander of this ship as well as leader of the Synod. You must remain here where it is relatively secure.

Z: *The tirade against the older Taelon that was poised on his lips evaporated into a look of mild embarrassment that he quickly covered.* Very well. Dispatch them with haste.

Da'an: T'than, two Jaridians have broken off from the others. *His eyes looked huge, luminously violet in the odd lighting.* They are headed here, to the bridge.

GT: They will seek to gain control of this ship, no doubt. The others are already trying to undermine our systems.

Sc: T'than, do you want me to remain here and assist you? *The entrance to the bridge vanished and then reappeared. Six male volunteers, each armed with exolinks stood awaiting their orders.*

GT: No. I need someone capable of stopping the intruders from making further damage. *they were already trying to breach into their main console.* Sc'orr, do not let pity slow you down. The Jaridians will show you no mercy. Hunt them down, destroy them, before they destroy us.

Sc: Very well - I will attempt to locate the others and...deal with them with whatever means necessary. *He waved for the team to follow him. Seconds later they had portaled to Zo'or's main office. Two had remained behind to assist the War Minister.*

Da'an: I have changed all bridge access codes; it may buy us several moments.

Z: *He closed and opened his fists, finally bringing his opened hands into position in front of him, noting with satisfaction the awed looks on the faces of his peers, all except for T'than, at his glowing palms.* You are not the only one who possesses our ancient gift. *He raised his chin and pulled back his shoulders.* I will not place my life in anyone's hands but my own. When they arrive, I plan to give them the welcome they are entitled to.

GT: You might just be given that opportunity, Zo'or. They are close. *he could see the two bright red spots moving around in the screen, a warm colour contrasting with the cold blue, purple and white. But then, as suddenly as they had appeared just corridors away from the bridge, the two dots were erased.* What? *his fingers moved swiftly over the stream, trying to make a new search, using other parameters than temperature.* They vanished from our screens! I do not know how that is possible. *Could they have cloaked themselves? It was not rare for probes to have that ability, but a true Jaridian?*

Z: I am not going to debate what is possible and what is not when it comes to the Jaridians, *Zo'or said, his whole body tense and ready to strike, his eyes moving around the room and catching on the frightened cluster of Synod members. Diplomats and scientists would be of no use in a firefight.* We must get them off this bridge T'than.

GT: *T'than froze, his senses on full alert. The silence was haunting. He could nearly hear the quickening pace of the energy flow in the other Taelons pathways. Then suddenly overload! There was a blast, not far off, in the small corridor that passed just behind Zo'or's chair. The wall had been dissolved, energy leaking from the edges of the hole until the ship's self-healing mechanisms finally kicked in. By that time though, the weapon that had been used was clear: a probe. And shielded behind it, the two Jaridian attackers.* 

Vol 1: *He fired his exolink but the Jaridian vanished into thin air.* I can't see them! *A blast whooshed by his left ear* They are everywhere!

Vol 2: *Firing a blazing path and trying to create a wall of interference before the Synod members, the young lieutenant shouted.* What about the Taelons?!

GT: Escort them to the portal! *T'than shouted at the them. Stay with them at all times!

*He then turned to Zo'or. He was the only one left capable of aiding him in keeping the bridge from being conquered. Such irony that in the end, they who had recently been enemies, would have to depend on each other to save their lives... and their kind.*

Z: *There were two Jaridian soldiers - a male and female. He fired his Shaquarava twice and missed each time. They darted out to fire their own weapon or Shaquarava but then quickly took cover behind the probe's invisibility screens. The remainder of the Taelons' governing body were being herded into a portable ID portal, Da'an flanking the group. The fool! He was trying to protect the human!*

Da'an! *He cried, rushing forward, hurling a bright globe of light from his hand, hitting the male soldier in his shoulder and knocking him off balance just before he would have fired at hit his parent. Stooping down he pushed off the hands of one volunteer attempting to help Da'an rise, and did it himself.* Are you injured? *Da'an looked down over his body.* Are you well??? *The timbre of his voice had a trembling quality to it.*

Da'an: Yes... I appear to be... unharmed. Thank you Zo'or, *he replied gently, his hand enfolding the one still holding his arm. Zo'or pulled it away, but gently.*

Z: *He nodded back and said simply,* Go... *There was commotion behind him and he turned to see T'than and the female Jaridian circling each other, each with hands blazing. He called the woman by name!* You know this creature?

Ved: *Her eyes quickly darted towards the Synod Leader. Indeed, Naor'rin had made a poor choice in staying with him for so long. He looked... so fragile and unappealing.* He would not easily forget one who nearly slayed him. *again her eyes were completely on her adversary; Vedra and T'than's stares mingled in a battle of gold against the coldest blue.* It is not such a shame that Naor'rin failed in her quest. This way, I get to acquit my team from the mistakes committed on Lyra 117.

GT: *He grinned at her remark. He had defeated one Jaridian that day, he could well defeat another, even with an injured shoulder. Naor'rin had failed, but she had come awfully close. Had his ancient instincts not kicked in, he would never have been able to avoid her claws.* You celebrate your victory too soon... *his burning Shaquarava were shining for all to see. Of course to her it would not be a surprise... T'than though, was not the same Taelon of several months ago. He detected movement by his side; the probe was active again, and heading for the main console by Zo'or's chair. They had little time for games.*

Ved: I think not! At this time, Ha'thor has already conquered that pitiful planet that is Earth. There are enough of us left to hunt you down until there are none of you left... Taelon, or hybrid!

GT: *A flash coursed through his eyes, making his black pupils white for a moment. She had meant that as a direct threat.* Your mistake. Soon, we will have enough hybrids to watch you all die out, because your compatibility is not with the humans, Vedra. Earth will be your graveyard not long after your hollow victory! *he could see that comment infuriated her more than hers had him, enough to shoot. T'than was swift to move aside and avoid it. He missed the look of surprise in her eyes, and that of momentary alarm when the heat of his own blast passed dangerously close to her chest.*

Ved: Shi'pra! It is about time you are sent to the void, War Minister. *she lunged forward, going for body to body combat. She had to be able to gain her advantage this way. The ship trembled, sending her adversary slightly off-balance. Just enough to slow him down in avoiding her blow. Her burning hand caught him at the ribs.*

GT: *He suppressed a cry; pain was like a calling to his primitive urges. He was pushed aside by the blow, and she was already moving to strike again when he turned to face her. Their eyes met again, but it was no longer blue that tainted his irises... but a colour not so different from her own. He felt his strength rise, the power building, feeding on the anger and feeding on the pain of his injuries. T'than was able to block Vedra for quite some time, until at last his own flashing palm pushed against her chest. The blast propelled her several feet backwards, but her armor saved her from certain death.*

Ved: Not bad... *her hand rose to her chest. It was hard to breathe! The bastard!!! She just noticed then, the sudden change* ...for a Taelon freak. *she grinned maliciously, but he was harder to defeat than she thought. But her mission there was to kill them, as well as gain time. The probe was working, and by the way the ship was shifting from time to time, it was breaking through the console's defences. They would soon take hold of that vessel and all the Taelons within it would meet their doom!* I almost pity the fact that I have to kill you now. I would rather enjoy the look on your face as you saw each and every member of your species slaughtered... to our sweet... and sheer... entertainment! 

GT: *He saw her come, but before her outstretched hand reached him, there was pain in his back. Immense pain. It threw him to the ground and only his fighting instincts saved him from another injury as he quickly rolled to the side to avoid Vedra's attack. He used his leg to trip her, and it worked, giving him time to crawl away to a console and seek support to rise. The Jaridian woman was quickly on her feet as well though, and jeering. She saw an injured enemy, one step away from the void's gates.*

Ved: Your own ship is working against you. I find the irony... delicious. Don't you, T'than? *she licked her lips as she struck again, not even caring that T'than was not facing her yet. Things did not go exactly as she had planned them to, though...*

Z: *His cold hand clenched around her neck.* I do not find it delicious at all, *Zo'or said, his voice slick as oil.* Tell us how to disarm the probe.

Ved: *Her movement was cut back, and soon afterwards, so was the air supply to her system. Vedra swore and resisted, trying to break free.*

Z: Resistance will only result in pain, *he said, squeezing hard enough that he could feel her windpipe throb against his fingertips.* Tell us now!

Ved: You are the superior race... *she jeered, despite her critical situation.* Why don't you figure it out yourself? *making him listen gave her the necessary time to reach out for her secret card...*

Z: *She had nearly cut him with the weapon he had never seen her withdraw. From all around the ship trembled as her systems were breached one by one. He could hear the other Jaridian attempting to circumvent the security protocols of the ship's protected database. He would allow his comrade to die if it meant gaining time and advantage. She turned to glare at him but the Taelon leader saw not an invading soldier but the face of the lover who had betrayed him, who had betrayed his ship!* You will pay for what you have done!

GT: *T'than had turned to see an image he had not expected to see. He bit back his injured pride - Zo'or had just saved him! - and observed for a moment, completely distracted as to the rest. That was, until the ship shifted once again, reminding him that they were under attack. The male Jaridian was still doing damage, even if Vedra was defeated. His ears however, could not help but retain all the sounds that came from the Synod Leader and the female Jaridian.*

Z: *She would see only the superficial meaning of the words; how could she know that Zo'or had superimposed the face of another onto hers?* I hate you! *he hissed, when her body convulsed and she screamed in agony as he snapped her neck. He let the body drop; it landed in front of the War Minister and Zo'or knelt down and spoke softly to the dead woman.* Your betrayal sealed your fate...

GT: *Through the corner of his eye T'than he saw an arm fall limply by his feet. He had guessed her death even before the sound of her body hitting the floor echoed in the room. Despite it's softness, it resonated louder in T'than's ears than any of the others. Zo'or had killed her... not Vedra though. The passion in his voice was not reserved for any Jaridian. It was for Naor'rin alone...*

Z: *He turned away, wondering if he would be able to pretend such stoicism when it would truly be Naor'rin dying at his feet. He would kill her himself, and no one - not T'than - not *anyone* would not take that victory away from him.

He fired his Shaquarava at the remaining intruder, but the soldier kept darting behind the shield of the probe. When T'than came to stand beside him he said,* Three levels out of five have been breached; we must stop the Jaridian before he gains access to this ship! Without his probe to shield him he will be vulnerable. *His voice was low, blending with the alarms sounding around them.* Use the peripherary console; see if you can engage a containment field around the probe. *The ship lurched - another security level had been bypassed.* We are running out of time - hurry!

GT: *He looked down at the Jaridian body and back up at Zo'or again, as if somehow the younger Taelon's words were difficult to register. Then, he simply smirked and nodded, his sharpness back just in time to save him from being hit by the male Jaridian. T'than speeded his way to the console and immediately tried to access it. It seemed increasingly hard to do it, as the systems were being overloaded by their own attempt to protect themselves from the Jaridian intrusion. Diverting energy towards the containment field might weaken the computer's defences... but it was indeed their only option.

He heard the Jaridian laugh as it seemed the battle became a quiet one, between T'than and the he, T'than trying to reach the command, and the Jaridian dodging him off.* Sha'bra... *but it was not by chance that he was an expert in fuv'lasha... misleading the enemy while proceeding down a different path, slowly... act on his exasperation, make it look convincing enough to render his foe at ease enough to make him miss it... and... a simple click and a circle of bright energy rose from the floor and engulfed the probe.* I can do more than that Zo'or... *it rose up, drawing a bright circle of light that pierced through the hull of the ship, making a direct connection between the bridge and the space outside. The huge probe was immediately sucked out and the field collapsed around it, leaving both Zo'or and T'than facing the remaining Jaridian.*

Jaridian: Shi'pra! *He cried, glaring at the two Taelons, his eyes shooting fiery daggers their way. With the probe gone he was forced to take what limited cover there was behind the console he worked over.* I have already breached your security systems nearly to the last level - destroying our probe has not won you victory!

Z: If that is so then why do you cower before us? *He raised up his palm and it began to glow softly.* Why are you not working toward completing your victory? Is it because that without your probes and shields that you Jaridians are worthless adversaries - cowards to the end?

Jar: Aaaaaarrrrrhhhh Taelon vermin! *The enraged soldier lunged forward, forgoing his Shaquarava in favor of hand to hand combat.* I will show you 'cowards' and you can choke on it while I bleed the life from you with my claws!

Z: *His body made contact with the wall sharply but he did not feel the pain of it. He was too busy battling his enemy - the enemy of all Taelons!* Not before I incinerate you! *His hands were burning and a smile of satisfaction settled on his face as the other cried out from his fiery touch. But soon his smirk became a grimace; the front of his jumpsuit bore three ragged cuts. T'than was there then but the soldier, knowing his chances of survival were slim had become a hellish fury, fighting with all his might against the two Taelons.*

GT: *It was not like he was at all tempted to retribute Zo'or's kindness in interfeering when Vedra had nearly moved for the kill. T'than had a moment of hesitation: everyone who had witnessed his shame was dead; except for Zo'or. It would be so easy to act like the Jaridian had, and allow his enemy to kill one of his species just because it suited him. It would even be beneficial for the Taelons if Zo'or was gone. He had been an inept leader and a constant nuisance. Yes, so tempting indeed.

In the final moment though, he decided to act. He wanted that Jaridian killed and he wanted to save face showing his nemesis who was the last one standing, and who indeed had the power. Despite his injuries, the match was balanced since his enemy was weakened as well by Zo'or's first shot at him.*

Z: *Zo'or was about to rejoin the fight but the ship lurched to the left severely and he was thrown to the ground and to his horror he realized that he could not rise; his wounds were far more serious than he had believed, and weakness shrouded him like a heavy, velvet curtain. T'than punched at the enemy and when the Jaridian finally had his back to him he fired his Shaquarava. The blast was far from being lethal - his energy was gone, but it had been enough to distract the male.*

Jar: *He turned, eyes and teeth gleaming brightly.* Very well, Synod leader. I shall rescue you from a slow death. *He took a few steps closer until his shadow covered the fallen leader.* What is your 'void' like?

Z: I do not know, *he replied, surprisingly calm.*

Jar: You will, *he purred.* You will...

GT: Perhaps... but I reserve the right to do it myself!  *His Shaquarava shot again, hitting the Jaridian fully in his back. He was not so weak as its predecessor though. The large male screamed out as all around the wound his body began to turn into ashes, until at last he broke into a million tiny grey flakes that snowed all around the two Taelons.*

Z: You would do well to be cautious after making such a comment T'than. You may be surprised who ushers whom into the void, and killing me would be an egregious error on your part.

GT: *A pair of yellow lizard-like eyes stared down upon Zo'or when T'than walked closer and closer, his platforms crushing the ashes in his way.* You should not have held Vedra. It was a strategical error on your part Zo'or. *he had energy left in his system; energy enough to make his palm gleam as he pointed it at the fallen Taelon. A dark smirk twisted his lips, showing the fangs behind them.* As would be mine to destroy you today. *without warning, he got hold of Zo'or's hand, pressing his own palm to it. A jolt of energy passed through his skin, entering Zo'or's body with little resistance. The younger Taelon looked terrified though. T'than knew why, and for once... he enjoyed the feeling of being closer to his ancestors.*

Z: *Anger coursed through him as much as T'than's energy did; T'than had evened the score for Zo'or's lifesaving actions earlier, quickly removing any advantage Zo'or might have had over his foe. And it was his energy that now sustained his life. The feeling of that was intolerable! He cooled that boil in his thoughts by appearing disgusted at the War Minister's change. He had seen evidence of it before at the Synod meeting where T'lana had been introduced but it eased his humiliation somewhat to reciprocate it to the other.* You and others like you # like me...#  are an affront to our race!

GT: We are what we are. *he pulled Zo'or to his feet.* And for now, you are leader. Act as one. We need to repair the damage inflicted by the Jaridians. *Incredibly enough, and a blink later, T'than appeared to be back to his old self. The dark shadow that loomed over his features remained though, even as he walked to the console and focused on what was displayed on it.*

Z: *Raising his chin* I do not need you to tell me what must be done. *He sat down in the command chair and began engaging repair protocols and diverting extra energy from nonessential areas so the ship could heal herself more quickly.* What of our other intruders? *he asked, his eyes never leaving his interface.*

GT: It seems Sc'orr has been mostly successful in stopping the Jaridians. I am reading two remaining intruders, and they do not appear to be on the move. There is a team of volunteers blocking their path. *he ran further analyses, acting as though nothing had happened even though it appeared Zo'or was taking a while to pull himself together.* The remaining Synod members are accounted for... B'lar included. *he looked up from the console and at Zo'or.* Can you regain full control? Activating the ship's self-defence mechanisms should rid us of the remaining Jaridians.

Z: *He raised sullen eyes to T'than; anger and humiliation were a potent method of leeching at his strength...and his self-control.* It is already done. If you would check your screens instead of spouting useless orders to me...you would see that they...are already gone.

GT: *He lifted his eyes from the screen. Yes, it was over. Once more, they had escaped the Jaridians claws. This time, with few losses to their numbers. He had to admit, the humans had been useful. T'than allowed himself to relax somewhat as he watched Zo'or for a moment. No, he had not made the wrong choice. T'than was not the Taelon leader, but in his lower position he held a greater power than Zo'or, for in a sense, he was in control of the young Taelon's future.*

Z: *He leaned back in his chair, not really caring that T'than was watching, and closed his eyes. He would need the services of a healer after this was over. #Sha'bra! # His respite was brief however - the bridge door dematerialized and Sc'orr came in, accompanied by the young B'lar. He resumed his usual rigid posture.* Sc'orr, I am gratified to see that you are uninjured. 

Sc: *Nodding, he stepped forward, noting that T'than and the leader had not been as fortunate; both evidenced signs of injury.* Two of my volunteer team are dead and the rest each have injuries of varying degrees. I was able to subdue a small group who were molesting your office but I was nearly overcome when their comrades arrived to assist them. The real credit must go to B'lar; he was able to dock his cruiser and get back aboard without the scouts realizing it. Had he and his team arrived any later I might not be standing here now.

Z: *He looked at the Defense Minister who nodded curtly, but Zo'or could see that he was extremely proud of his accomplishments.* Very well - the Synod is gratified to know that you defeated our enemies. You may report to your superior now. 

B: *B'lar nodded, eager to get away from him and receive his duties from one who could at least appreciate the gravity of their victory that day. It had been a very long time since the military caste had been called to arms. Perhaps now the respect they were due would ebb back into the Synod as well as the Commonality for indeed their idleness had bred apathy amongst their peers. Those days would at last, end.* Your orders, T'than?

GT: Tend to the wounded, if there are any. Prepare our resources for the eventuality of a new attack. We damaged the third Jaridian ship, but we cannot be certain that they will not attempt to pursue us. *he nodded solemnly to B'lar.* You achieved a great victory today. Our species is in your debt, as well as our caste. *he gave B'lar the Taelon salute.*

B: *He nodded, turning, his steps crunching in the ashes on the floor and left the bridge.

Sc: Zo'or, we still travel in interdimensional space - we should consider powering down for a time so the ship can affect repairs more efficiently.

Z: Indeed. We shall return to Ear... *He spun his chair sharply when T'than spoke up.* 

GT: No, we are not.

Z: Do not think that what happened here today gives you the right to countermand my directives!

GT: On the contrary. I have to assume your injuries are affecting your reasoning, for turning this ship and heading back to Earth is the last thing you should do. *for one looking so extenuated, it was surprising that his voice bore no weakness.* I have been trying to hail the humans since we jumped into the ID tunnel. They give us no response. 

Sc: Due to...extenuating circumstances such as spatial interference or...do you believe their silence to be deliberate...or...forced?

GT: I can only conclude that the third Jaridian ship was not incapacitated. It alone has the power to destroy Earth, turn it to a scorched planet as they did to so many others before. The humans have no defenses against it - you admitted so yourself - and if given a choice to live of be extinct, what do you believe they will choose?

Z: *His lips tightened into a thin line. He knew the answer, no matter how much he wanted to state something to the contrary.* Continue.

GT: The time now is not to go back to Earth, but to replenish our strength. What kept us on that planet is no longer an issue. We have found our solution. Ma'el's findings were not wrong. *he put both his hands to the console, leaning somewhat on it.* If we are to win back Earth from the Jaridians, it will not be today. We have what they do not. We have time.

Sc: Zo'or, *he said softly, trying to be as unthreatening as possible,* would it not be wise to wait and gather our forces, so when we return we can be assured victory?

Z: *He looked from one to the other, both hands rippling against the armrests of his chair. His blue eyes stood out vividly against his gray pallor.* And just how long do you propose we wait?

GT: Let them die, one by one. Let us grow strong and reproduce. And if one day the children of our children decide to win back the home of their ancestors, let them.

Z: An idealistic dream for one so bound to grim reality. *A datastream materialized in front of him and he studied it for a moment and then looked back at the others.* I will heed your advice for the moment; the Mothership does need time to rehabilitate. Alpha Centauri is four point three light years from Earth; exit the interdimensional tunnel there. The radiation from its two stars will offer reliable shielding for us until I decide the time is right to return...and I assure you that it will be long before our children have children.

GT: *He smirked. Zo'or was not so bound to think of the future in those terms because he was always acutely aware of his condition. He could have no children... that he knew of.* Perhaps. I do not like to leave unfinished business anymore than you do, Zo'or, but to retreat and wait is the best course of action for the moment.

Sc: You both require medical aid. I will remain here and contact the other members of the Synod and make sure that they are well, as well as monitor the ship's healing.

Z: I had no idea that you wished to command so badly, Sc'orr. *The older Taelon looked mortified but Zo'or allowed a smile to flash across his face briefly before he nodded amiably at him.* The ship is yours. We shall be in the infirmary. *With that he rose and headed for the exit, T'than following him.*

GT: *Before heading towards the exit, T'than made a quick search to know where Cadence was located. He had for a moment stopped sensing her, but it was certainly due to all the commotion. There was also one last Jaridian on the ship, but he had set the computer to ignore Naor'rin's specific energy readings. Zo'or would never find her if it depended on him.

The General sent a quick message to Jor'rel to prepare for their coming, even though he knew the healer would already be assisting others who were injured, and then simply waved of the console. He gave Sc'orr a quick glance as the older Taelon made his way to the command chair. Who would have thought, once and outcast, now, leader for a day. He had the same kind of feeling when his eyes moved to Zo'or: none of them had conceived that they would need to help each other, yet, they had. In a world made of black and white, in T'than's old notion of the grim reality Zo'or had spoken of, it would never have happened. And their species would have probably perished.

An interesting day, indeed. The first in the new chapter of Taelon history.* 
Book Fifteen
Part Eight
To Forgive, Divine...

*Cadence sat quietly, rocking T'lana in her arms. Her room was quiet and it was one she had never been in before. She could not even hear the sounds of the main infirmary and it left her feeling rather isolated. There had been a great battle - Jenny had told her about it, but Cadence had slept through the entire thing. They had sedated her when she had seen Naor'rin about to kill T'than, but Jenny assured her that she had imagined it. Not the attack - it was true that Jaridians had breached the ship's security and come onboard, and a female had made an attempt on her mate's life, but it had not been Naor'rin. At least, that is what they kept telling her. But...she had dared to put herself between T'than and the enraged female, and the woman he even called her by name! But Jenny explained that she had still been recovering from the fever that had assaulted her body due to her pregnancy. That combined with the chaos at the time had caused Cadence to draw from her memory the Jaridian female whom she was most familiar with - the face of her friend.

That is what they told her.

They must be right, she thought. Naor'rin was a traitor - she had escaped the ship the day T'lana was born. She was a spy and she had been discovered so she left. Of course she would never come back.*

I wish you could have met her T'lana...*she whispered to the sleeping infant.* She loved you, and you would have loved her. *She kissed her tiny forehead, noting the peach-fuzz that now made the top of T'lana's head sparkle a little as the light reflected off fine hair that appeared to be platinum blonde. Placing the baby in her little bed she waved open the door and stepped through it, making sure it was locked behind her.

The air was chilly in the hallway making her shiver. The short, sleeveless medical gown she wore was too thin to offer any warmth. Her bare feet made little slapping noises as she moved toward the main wing. She had been told that T'than had been slightly injured and that after he received treatment for his wounds he would come to her.

Cadence had never been good at waiting.

The main bay of A-Wing was quieter than usual - no one was about, though several examination rooms that were normally open were now closed behind their doors. Laying her small hand against one it vanished and she found herself in a dark and empty room. Emerging back into the light, she moved to one just across the way, her curiosity growing by the second. There was a Taelon behind this door - she was sure of it. She was also certain that it was not T'than but, she was bored and, what harm would it do to look and see who it was?

The door vanished obediently and she again stepped into darkness which became oppressive when the door closed behind her making her start. Once her eyes adjusted she could see a bed in the light of several monitoring devices which also offered enough illumination that she could see the outline of a prone figure, and his jumpsuit glistened. Definitely a Taelon. There was something that looked like an IV, only what flowed through the small and transparent tube and into the patient's arm was glowing and a rosy pink coursed through with blue flashes of light.

She stepped forward, holding her breath, closer and closer to the bed, her pupils huge and taking in as much light as they could. Her hips touched the edge of the bed and she leaned forward, just like she used to when she was a little girl, peeking to see if her daddy was really sleeping or just playing with her.

Blue electric eyes opened and Cadence would have fallen backwards in her fright but a hand, aimed accurately and lightning fast gripped her wrist. She pulled against it but was pulled forward instead so she was now half bent over on the bed, chest to chest with...Zo'or!*

Z: Hello, *he said, his voice soft but not because of weakness. He had awakened to see her childish and fearful face looming over his, and his Taelon eyesight allowed him to see her perfectly - the bright curls around her face, the rosebud lips parted in trepidation. He was treated again to the sight when he pulled her forward and now also treated to the feel of her heart racing beneath the breasts the were crushed against his own chest. It was a stimulating feeling....

C: Let me go! *she said in a hoarse whisper.*

Z: Is that any way to speak to one whose room you have violated...as well as to the commander of this vessel that you inhabit?

C: I will go then if it is such a violation. Just release me.

Z: Perhaps I do not wish to. Perhaps I would like some company.

C - I will call a nurse then to sit with you. I didn't mean any harm - I was looking for T'than, that's all!

Z: I do not wish for the company of a nurse. Yours is much more adequate. And, T'than is currently receiving treatment. He will be unavailable for a while.

C - Will he. *it was not a question.*

Z: Yes, for quite a while still, so, I give you permission to remain with me for a time.

C - I am swooning.

Z: *He sat up, never releasing her wrist and now he felt the slight roundness of her new pregnancy against their hands. His face was so close to hers that he could have kissed her. Her pouting lips parted softly as she stared at him. Was she expecting him to? Would she enjoy it if he did? He was certain that he would enjoy it. It had been so long since he had kissed anyone, or been kissed.*

C - *The arrogance left his features, replaced with a terrible melancholy that Cadence could see when he brought up the lights to an amber dimness.*

Z: I was dreaming when you came in...of Naor...

C - ...'rin, *she echoed absently, looking away.* I was dreaming of her too. I thought I saw her in the infirmary...when the Jaridians came...

Z: *He let go of her wrist and his hands both took her upper arms.* She was here? On the ship??? *Cadence shook her head dumbly and he shook her slightly.* Answer me! Was she here?

C - You are hurting me! Please stop!

Z: You saw her - she was here? Answer me Cadence!

C - No! It was just a dream! I am sorry...I know that...you must miss her terribly.

Z: *He let go of her completely as if burned.* Miss her? I do not! I intend to kill her! *He saw sympathy turn to fear and she began to move away but he grabbed her and again pulled her forward, right up against him so he could whisper in her ear.* Do you know anything of betrayal?

C - *She was so close to him - it was both a forbidden and intriguing feeling. Oh yes, she knew well of betrayal; thoughts of Gabriel... and rape flooded into her mind.* Yes, *she whispered back, into his ear.*

Z: Then you know the rage that it inflicts? The torment that never ceases?

C - I know them. But I also know forgiveness.

Z: There can be no forgiveness! Not for what she did!

C - There is nothing that cannot be forgiven! Nothing! *It was a battle waged in whispering voices as she continued to be held tightly against him.*

Z: You...you are a child. You know nothing in the matter!

C - I know enough to know that you not forgiving her is making your life miserable! In a way, Naor'rin owns you! *He shoved her away violently but she still faced him, their fallen leader in more ways than one.*

Z: You know nothing of my life, *he hissed.* 

C - You seem perfectly willing to tell me though, don't you? Why didn't you let me leave in the first place so you could keep on recovering from your...wounds?

Z: These are wounds begotten from war, *he said, the strength draining from his voice.*

C - *She looked down at her feet, her voice barely audible.* A war waged against all but you see only one....

Z: *His closed eyes shot open and it was all he could do to not look at her with alarm. He had underestimated her once - at the Synod meeting and that had been a mistake. And now he had underestimated her perceptiveness. He was a fool to even be talking to her - he might as well have summoned T'than to listen to his woes! But...he could not deny that it was comforting to have a woman around... He used to tell Naor'rin everything. Maybe that was why he had grown loose at the lips...*

Naor'rin deserves whatever fate delivers to her. I will not come to her rescue again, not after what she has done. 

C - But...you love her. I know you do!

Z: Love is nothing but a perception - a lie.

C - *She expelled a breath between her lips, smirking.* Love is an endless act of forgiveness. I am mated to T'than; I should know.

Z: You dare to mock me...

C - I am not! *She had stepped closer to the bed again, and when Zo'or's fingertips caressed over the line of her cheek and jaw she swallowed, her voice feeling sticky in her throat when she spoke, trying to avoid the pain..and other things, in his eyes.* What do you want Zo'or? *she asked in a trembling whisper.*

Z: *His full lips parted but only a breath escaped them. He had meant to tease and frighten her when he had caught her in his room but instead she had set him off-balance with wisdom he had not expected. And now it was he who felt the tingling of fear as he touched another Taelon's mate. At this dismal moment he nearly wished for the War Minister to walk in.* I want... *The door evaporated with a rush of air but it was not T'than who entered. It was the healer Jor'rel and his eyes were locked on them.*

Jor: Cadence, *he said, conspicuously avoiding any questions of why Zo'or was stroking her face. The Synod leader had pulled back instantly anyway and returned to reclining on the bed.* ...I have been looking everywhere for you. T'than is nearly done and he would be *very* upset to discover you here... Away from your room, *he amended, irritated at the nervousness in his own voice.* Come along now, child. T'than wishes to return to your quarters post haste. *He gently herded her towards the door but she stopped in her tracks and looked back at Zo'or.* Cadence, we must leave without delay...

C - Do you truly want revenge against her? *she asked, deliberately omitting the name.

Z: *He offered the slightest nod.*

C - Then forgive her. There can be no revenge so complete. *Jor'rel practically pushed her out of the room, leaving the great Taelon leader with much to contemplate as the darkness returned to enfold him.*

To Be Continued…

