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Book Sixteen
Part One

Haunted

 Takes place several days after the Taelons' battle against the Jaridians 
Jor’rel:  *With the battle against the Jaridians finally over and the Mothership concealed by the dueling stars of Alpha Centauri, Jor'rel was finally able to work in peace.

T'than and Cadence were back in their chambers, T'than promising to check in with the healer when he was fully rested to inquire about his progress regarding Naor'rin. The Jaridian woman was resting behind guards and forcefields, complete isolation being the only choice until such time when he would inform Zo'or of her presence...and her condition. But before that could be done Jor'rel had to ascertain her mental condition. There was such rage in her, and the things she had uttered to T'than had just made no sense at all, and so, while she was under deep sedation he had begun his own investigation to try and discover why there were such demons haunting her soul.

What he had found did not uplift him; she had a CVI. At first he had thought the Jaridians had placed it in her brain, either to control her or as a surveillance device, but upon further inspection he realized that the amount of healing and scar tissue around the little device predated the time of her escape from the ship. One of their own had placed it there and he had a pretty good idea of who had given the order. What he did not understand was why Zo'or would want her implanted. It served no purpose that he could see.

It was what he could not see however that interested him. Not wanting to risk extraction, he had left it in place and functioning, but downloaded the data from its nested memory. An individual's mind contains masses of data and the computer was still sifting through it all, disregarding tons of irrelevant files and it would be days before Jor'rel was in possession of all pertinent information...but he had seen certain things in the images that played before him on the datastream; an endless succession of pain, but her thoughts were also visualized and he had had to try and separate what were actual events from the ramblings of a tormented mind.

He had taken about fifteen seconds of disjointed imagery and looped it, watching it over and over again in solitude. Flashes of Jaridians in the corridors - slaves...

Cadence surrounded by Taelons who appeared to be raping her...

And the last, something he could not believe...Sc'orr, his face set in scorn, brutalizing her body, jeering and humiliating her....

Was it truth that played before his stunned eyes or just a terrible dream? There was no way to know - the CVI did not make distinctions like that. His only choice was to talk to her, without tearing the threads of her reality, whatever it was. He needed to find out though, because only then could he embark on the right course of care, to help her heal.

To that end, he headed down a narrow hallway to the small room that was a veritable fortress, surrounded on all sides by energy screens. Entering the door code he entered; she was lying on the bed, her eyes closed, but Jor'rel had the distinct impression that she was fully alert...waiting...perhaps to attack...*

I trust you slept well? *he asked casually, as if each of his senses was not on full alert. His slate blue robes floated around his feet as he moved, the gold scrolling on the hem catching the bluish light in bright glimmers.*

N: *She could hear footsteps coming. Closer and closer. The barely perceptible noise of air resisting against the movement of cloth, and as it grazed against itself with the undulation. She had awakened barely an hour ago, her snake-like eyes opening to behold the coldness of the colours that meant her pain. They had captured her. A deep sense of frustration and despair had filled her then, but the wail Naor'rin had wanted to release was killed by her own self-control. She would not show pain. She would not give them the satisfaction. Her mind was repeating those words again and again as the Taelon neared her cell. She had known whom it was even before he spoke.

Naor'rin could simply ignore him, but her temper was boiling with all the pent-up hatred whose release T'than had denied. She spat the most offensive set of words that she could find in her mother language, just as her head lolled slowly to its side and the wildness of her eyes shot daggers at him.*

Jor: I do not understand your hostility. You have not been harmed here have you? Have we not treated your injuries with care?

N: Care? *she laughed, bitterly* Yes, I guess you have. Your species is known for taking very good care of their prisoners... *she had seen not one Jaridian on her way to the sickbay. Had they all been murdered? The ship was in one piece, functioning. The attack must have taken place already; the Jaridian slaves should have rebelled yet... she was still incarcerated.*

Jor: You are not our prisoner Naor'rin, but...you are not...entirely recovered yet. It is for your own safety that you remain here for now.

N: My _own_ safety? *she struggled to rise, but the air around her bed had been set to a higher density. She was incarcerated in a forcefield that let nothing but fresh air pass through.* Is it for my own safety that you keep me restrained? *she relaxed and looked into his eyes.* Or perhaps you were worried I might ruin your entertainment and take my own life. *she smirked* I would, gladly, before turning into your slave! I'm not so weak as the others of my race!

Jor: *The things she was saying, again they made no sense to him and he decided to try a new approach.* You did not always have such feelings about us but I can see that you are aware of... certain things we have done. *Those words hit the target. He would let her fill in details, thereby giving him the information he needed to help her.* So tell me Naor'rin, what exactly do you think you know? *smirk*

N: *She felt the air around her dissipate somewhat. It was a feeling against her skin. She could move again, and so she did, sitting in her bed, glad to be at eye level with the Taelon.* I know enough of your deceit. Know enough to realise the fool that I was for staying my species hand when they meant to slay you all. *she seemed to be motioning to simply slide and stand on her feet, but instead she attacked, clearly intent on killing. But he was out of her reach.* Shi'pra!!! *a forcefield barred her path, and she was left staring down at the shorter Taelon, her nostrils flaring and her eyes burning bright with fury and hatred.* If you really mean to help me... lower this forcefield... *he voice was sweet as honey, a complete antagonism of her features.* Let me drain your life, drop by drop... for that is the only remedy for my illness...

Jor: My life, *he said, clasping his hands behind his back.* Would that truly sate your rage? Is that all that you want?

N: I want revenge! On T'than, for the pain he brought to my daughter. On Zo'or, for what he did to my species; for humiliating and enslaving those who have survived on nothing but pride! *her voice shuddered with feverish passion, as though the promise in those words had the sweetest taste in her mouth.* On Sc'orr... *her eyes darkened, becoming soulless for a moment* for the remnants of my soul that he destroyed... and on all Taelons... For you are no more than Um'rathu'mah! *there was a growl on her throat and a feline-like fluidity to her movement when she stepped somewhat backwards.* I am not such an easy pet to tame and use as Cadence. And my child will not be your lab rat!!! *the fury was back, mingled with hurt. Despite the long weeks she had spent away from that forsaken ship, the memories were all too alive. She tried to summon her Shaquarava; there was no pain like the time when she had tried to do it to defend herself from Sc'orr. The gleam in her palms illuminated her face from below, giving her an eerie, even devilish look* Whatever happened to Sc'orr's directives? *she took one of her hands to her throat* No collar... no control... Are you seeking death, Jor'rel?

Jor: *He quashed the look of confusion that must certainly have emerged and proceeded carefully.* This is my infirmary; Sc'orr has no authority here, and I do as I see fit. As for your child, we do not seek it as a...oh what was the word you used? Ah, lab rat. 

N: I know what you did to T'lana. *the words nearly faded. She felt her hands close as controlling the energy of her ancient gift became increasingly difficult.* I saw it! It did not even matter that she was a child begotten by one of your own! *liquid fury oozed from her eyes in the form on pent-up tears.* I'll see my child die again before delivering it into your hands!

Jor: What interest would we have in a Jaridian child? We already know all there is to know about your physiology. I assure you that your child will be yours. *He turned his back on her - he needed more - she had not yet revealed the true seed from which her rage sprouted.* 

N: *Could it be? The moment Jor'rel turned his back on her Naor'rin's arms crossed over her midsection. Could her child have become Jaridian. Had it become Ha'thor's, having been fed on little more than the energy of their passion in the first weeks of life? A dark smile crept on her lips, but at the same time there was a void in her heart. She did not know what had become of her species, only that the Taelons had survived the attack... Sc'orr had survived. And she knew then, feeling the life growing inside her, that so had the Taelon seed. If he had scanned her, Jor'rel would know easily.* Is this a game you seek to play, Um'rathumah? *she looked up, turning about as if expecting someone to be watching.* I will not let you play with me anymore, Sc'orr! *her voice was strained, her body shuddering in fury. She was again facing the healer. But Jor'rel had his back turned on her.* You know full well this is no Jaridian child. Perhaps Sc'orr did not expect his actions to have consequences... After all, I was Zo'or's whore for so long and no child was ever conceived. I did not want it to. My mission here was to manipulate him... Weaken him... *there was madness in her tone and in her laughter, and in the way it all suddenly stopped* I should have killed them both! *Naor'rin was talking to herself in that moment.* Vengeance should have been mine... I wanted to have seen their faces as we destroyed their kin. It was my right! *she shot at the barrier, knowing full well it would withstand the attack... she just needed to strike out. Her skin was burning with intense fever, the kind which no medicine could break down.*

Jor: *He thought of the images he had witnessed from her mind - the ones of Sc'orr. Had they been real, or were they dreams? He would have to gamble and hope his words made sense to her. If he said the wrong things she would close up and any hopes he had of helping her would crumble. He turned back to face her, smirking rudely.* The way you rant on about Sc'orr is extremely amusing. To listen to you, one might actually believe he had committed some sort of heinous crime against you instead of mere...trivial...activities.

N: *She seemed calmer; her speech was quiet as a breeze.* It was Sc'orr's seed who created this forsaken child. His seed... my pain... But you know that, do you not? *she retorted.* Trivial... indeed. 

Jor: No, I did not know, *he lied,* I had not had a chance to complete a full bio-scan of you. I had assumed the child was Jaridian. *But she did not appear to have heard him and continued her insane ramblings. The old healer was deeply disturbed, watching the destruction of a once noble woman.*

N: *She came closer to the barrier* Destroying others lives is not enough for you anymore. Your kind, so righteous... relishes on the trivial pleasures of enslaving others, starving and torturing them. You have found your cure, and it is not energy... it is power. But you are not gods... *she let the Shaquarava burn in her palms, the energy still blue, the same blue that was the core essence of the Taelons. In that case, the last Taelon she had killed. Her tongue wet her lips and she swallowed, clearing her voice to an incredible smoothness* Debasement is trivial. Abuse is trivial. The constant torture of innocent children, your own kin, yes, it is all so common. Rape too. *the smile on her lips grew, but in contrast, so did the teary gleam in her eyes. But those were not tears of hurt, those were the kind that tainted her lizard-like eyes with insanity.* 

Jor: Can you be more precise? Exactly what did Sc'orr do to you?

N: The coward starved me to near death. I was so deprived I could barely stand on my feet. The tour on the Mothership... in the lab wing was very "educational." He knew I would fight him, and he made sure I was too weak to win... Because he knew I would kill him. Sc'orr knew... 

Jor: I see, *he said sadly, but again, she had not heard.*

N: Such a great victory over an enemy, was it not? My grief, my tears, my humiliation... and if that was not enough, he ravaged my body to its core. *She was inches from the barrier* But there is nothing left to take. You can tell him that. This bastard child will die, like Dor'mah did... and by my hands if it means keeping yours off of it!

Jor: Then you will be a prisoner Naor'rin, for I will not allow you to murder your child. You virtually accuse us of abducting children, and then force our hand so we must do just that.

N: Murder my child? *her head lolled to the side a bit* No. My child is doomed already. Begotten in pain, as all your children are! I would spare it a life of misery at your hands. *her chin raised somewhat* My body is already killing it, and _you_ cannot stop it. It has only survived so far because it was given the energy of generals; a great Jaridian general. *she ran a finger over the barrier, enjoying as it lit up at her contact. The electricity it unleashed was invigorating, even if slightly painful.* I'm not defenceless like Cadence. *in those circumstances, she actually was.* I can protect my offspring, prevent you from doing it the same harm you did to her child!

Jor: These are things you saw in the 'lab wing?' I can assure you that no harm has come to T'lana. Believe me when I tell you that she is well, as is her mother. Cadence is even pregnant again. *He smiled softly, more in his usual way, but it was wiped off of his face when she spoke again. Was there no end to the horrors which had been perpetrated upon her...by Zo'or???*

N: NOO!!! *she hit at the barrier, both her fists clenched* You rapist bastards!!! *the echo of Sc'orr's words... the screams of Cadence in the background as he had taken Naor'rin, all came back to assault her.* An innocent child herself... fragile... and you brag about it? What is there to brag about several of you brutalizing her at once? *her hands opened, revealing her palms; she grimaced at the pain the forcefield caused, but still her claws curled up, drawing several lines in thin air... wishing they were bleeding cuts on his jumpsuit.*

Jor: Cadence was never assaulted in that manner. The child she carries was sired by General T'than.

N: DON'T MOCK ME! I know what I saw! Your experiments... your "awakening." *she pushed away, striking again.* I felt her pain!!! I heard her pleas as she begged them to stop!!! *she paused as if to regain breath. Her next words mingled with a deep growl.* Sc'orr made sure of it... He made sure I felt her rape on my very skin before he did the same to me. *her eyes rose to meet the healer's, a threat printed in her dark pupils.* Where is she? This is the infirmary, is it not? I want to see her again!

Jor: No Naor'rin, it is not possible at this time for you to see her, or the baby...at least for now.

N: Um'rahtumah... *it was barely a hiss.*

Jor: I am sorry that my words alone are not enough to convince you of my honesty, but they will have to suffice. With what has transpired today as well as the attack by the Jaridians - I doubt that T'than would feel secure bringing them to you, especially since you tried to kill him. *he looked away not realizing that she was watching every move - analyzing - perhaps he had looked like he was hiding something...* And also... Cadence is not well. It would be detrimental to her to see you like this.

N: I am amazed that she is even alive... the human body was not made to withstand such abuse. *all the readings she got from the healer were extremely confusing. Sometimes she thought she detected hesitation in his words, others, truthfulness. But in her state of mind, empathy was the last thing she wanted to feel towards a Taelon.* But, of course she would be... with you to take such good care of her, Jor'rel; to keep her alive so that you may continue to use her, and her child, as your toys.

Jor: Cadence and her child are not our...toys. No human, or Jaridian has suffered abuse in this infirmary. You have my word on that Naor'rin. You are not my toy - I wish only to help you and your child.

N: You waste your time on me. Go poison someone else's mind with your venomous words. I will not give in. *she hit the barrier, several times, clenching to it even as its energy stung her flesh.* My child will not be my leash for you to pull me around at whim. You _ will _ not _ break me!!! *another punch and the room filled with light, and then she merely turned her back on the healer.*

Jor: *His face appeared to light up each time she shot the barrier or hit at it, each flash of light showing features that looked more and more disheartened.* I have no intention of breaking you. But your exertions are not conducive to the health of your child, or to you, so I shall leave you to your solitude for a time.

N: *Naor'rin waited until his footsteps were no longer within her range of hearing. Her shoulders dropped as the adrenaline was washed away... leaving her acutely aware of her hunger. Her muscles complained and a strong cramp in her midsection stole a gasp from her, making her stumble the remained steps that separated her from the bed. She sat down, a hand over her womb.* Please... don't betray me. Not you. *she was feverish and she knew it. Her temperature had risen during her argument, and it was slow to come down. She knew those symptoms and how to make them go away. But not this time... not this time. She would have to endure it as quietly as she could, and hope they would ignore her.

Slowly, she lay down on the bed, curling up, her back to the door. Softly, she cooed* Hush... Don't fight... please, don't fight. We cannot let them take you... *her body rocked back and forth, ever so gently.* I will not let them take you from me, I promise you... *Naor'rin closed her eyes and pulled her knees up, closer to her chest.* I promise you.
Book Sixteen
Part Two
Sex, Lies & Datastreams
*Several days had passed since Jor'rel's encounter with Naor'rin; he had not visited with her again since it was obvious that his presence, or the presence of any Taelon, was disturbing to her. Even having Jenny check on her and bring her sustenance had not relieved the Jaridian's agitation completely. He would watch her on his stream. Sometimes she was catatonic, just staring at the ceiling of her room for hours at a time and other times she paced - manic - mumbling to herself or talking to her child. Then there were the times, usually in the middle of the night, where she just screamed.

It was a terrible thing for a healer to admit, but Jor'rel had been avoiding her. Her emotions poured out of her, the currents of negative energy flooding the room around her, touching anything and anyone with their tendrils of ominous darkness.

He had spent most of his time collecting the data that endlessly spewed from her CVI like black tar and suddenly, the images began to come together with terrible clarity.

The problem that was Naor'rin needed to be addressed and avoidance of unpleasant issues would not solve anything. And so, he called two Taelons: T'than and Sc'orr. T'than because he was involved and Sc'orr because...he was involved too, only he did not know it. One Taelon's name was conspicuously left out - the one Taelon who should be there to support her but who had been the one responsible for giving her her demons.

Moments later they both stood in front of his desk.*

GT: *He had arrived nearly at the same time as Sc'orr, and had to hide his surprise at finding him there. T'than had merely assumed that Jor'rel wanted to speak of something related to Cadence. It appeared that was not the case.* Why are we summoned?

Jor: I believe I have deciphered the cause of Naor'rin's mania. She is existing in an alternate reality, a reality created by...

Sc: *He raised his hand fluidly.* Naor'rin is here, onboard? Was she among the force that breached the ship?

Jor: No, she surreptitiously came onboard just before the battle began.

Sc: Why were we not informed?

Jor: I am informing you now...and T'than already knew.

Sc: I do not understand why T'than would be the beneficiary of this information. Should it not have been Zo'or? *Jor'rel's eyes flicked to the General and so Sc'orr turned his own questioning ones his way as well.*

GT: Under different circumstances, perhaps. Naor'rin's first appearance on this ship was in the infirmary. I was there with Cadence... and L'syr arrived moments later. It appears she followed him. To destroy him. *the conclusion to those events was left to the General's facial expression*

Sc: I see - so you were the one to discover her. And...she killed L'syr.... *He could not say that he would mourn that loss.*

Jor: Yes, but you must leave the reason for his death a mystery. Naor'rin's presence here must remain hidden, at least for the time being.

Sc: Even from Zo'or? But why?

GT: *T'than was equally puzzled. Indeed, he had his own reasons to keep Naor'rin away from Zo'or. Not only political and personal, but also for what he had witnessed between Zo'or and Vedra on the bridge. He was glad Jor'rel had kept quiet, but the healer seemed to have his own reasons.* Elaborate Jor'rel.

Jor: She is unwell - I dare say, even more than that. Her sanity is in question, and I have determined that Zo'or is the cause of it.

GT: *His brow arched. Yes, he had seen madness in her eyes; hatred. But that was always how she reacted around him.*

Jor: After her trial before the Synod, Zo'or took her into his own custody. During the two month period leading up to her escape, for reasons known only to him, he had her implanted with a CVI which made her believe that the Taelons had conquered and enslaved her race. I believe Zo'or was...embarrassed regarding the revelation that the Jaridians were preparing to attack us and that he did not know despite their intimate relationship. But his act of revenge has backfired because due to the altered facts she was made to believe she may have compromised our entire security - the assault upon this ship and the Jaridian team that came aboard so easily proves that.

GT: Sha'bra... I should not have handed her to Zo'or. He was always a fool to ignore the fact that she was a Jaridian... *but those words were spoken in a mere whispery vent, not meant to add to Jor'rel's revelations.*

Jor: There are yet more unpleasant facts that I must relate to you; Naor'rin is with child. War Minister T'than is already in possession of this knowledge, and he is also aware that, somehow, despite what Zo'or has been told to the contrary, that he is the parent of this child.

Sc: It is something he desires - I am sure this news will be received well by him.

Jor: If he is told. What he has done to her is an act without conscience. Do we subject an innocent child to further dark machinations on his part? That is what I must determine - that is, if Naor'rin can be salvaged. Her illness has crossed the mental plane into the physical one; she is dying.

Sc: No! *he whispered.* Certainly we have the technology...

Jor: No technology exists that can substitute the energy her child needs - from its Taelon parent.

Sc: Then the decision has been made; Zo'or must be told!

Jor: That is my dilemma - but how to get her to accept energy from a Taelon, when she despises us with a passion...but there is another inescapable problem...

GT: Go on. 

Jor: Naor'rin believes that the child in her womb belongs to...Sc'orr...

GT: *That was a revelation that even T'than did not expect.* Sc'orr? *he turned to the older Taelon.* How can that be if the readings confirm that Zo'or is the parent? *but he ceased his own question. The answer was obvious.* The CVI. Such cunning... How did Zo'or manage to fool a Jaridian mind? They have defences against such mental attacks, otherwise, we would have defeated them by now. *he smirked* Something in your tone tells me she did not consent to any of it, did she?

Jor: Why would she? The data I have downloaded from her CVI is nothing but a tour through torment, and her mind has fractured from the weight of it.

Sc: Have you been able to ascertain her reasoning regarding the parentage of her child?

Jor: *He waved up a datastream, his hands floating over his console, quickly selecting and disregarding the images he wanted. A disjointed image appeared in the stream, shot through with lines of static and bright colors.* You may find your answers here. I believe the images you are about to see will be of interest to you both. *He watched them look at the garbled images; her tortured mind laid naked for them to see. Several bald heads and then the view backed up to see their angelic faces and fever-bright eyes as they pulled the small figure from her bed. The images were slightly doubled and frayed at the edges and seen through a reddish haze which turned orange after awhile, but Cadence's terrified face was easily discernible, as were the pale hands that petted and grabbed at her flesh. Her mouth opened - her scream of silence in the soundless images. 

GT: *His hands were balled into small fists behind his back... Those were Naor'rin's memories... but Zo'or's own imagination. He had created it all, and T'than could not avoid the thought that what he saw was something of a twisted fantasy of the younger Taelon. To strip him of his happiness; see him dead and have his family at his whim... It was strangely difficult to watch those images. They spoke of nightmares coming true.*

Jor: *T'than's jaw was set in his usual look of stoicism but the old healer saw his eyes blink faster. The corner of his lips twitched once....

An explosion of brilliant color and in between images of Cadence's debasement appeared ghosts of other images: an incubator, a tiny hand reaching upward, a hand poised over the infant holding a syringe, its needle too large in the mind's perception that saw it.

Sc: Enough, *he said, looking away, but the grotesque visions continued. It was not until another voice in the room barked the command that they were given rest from the horrors of suffering.*

GT: Jor'rel! *his eyes flashed towards the healer, though it had taken a great effort to look away. It was all so real, seen thru Naor'rin's eyes.* I believe we have seen enough. It does very little to explain why she carries that child. Or why she speaks the wrong name of its father.

Jor: There is more to see that will explain it. However...you will not enjoy the next sequence either I am afraid, *but he was looking exclusively towards Sc'orr. Another sequence of commands and in hues of black, blue and red appeared slender hands pressing up against a wide and muscular chest. Since everything they saw came from Naor'rin's direct point of view, Sc'orr was looking right at them, licking his full, smirking lips. The aspect followed his large hand to where it groped a full breast before getting on his knees before her spread legs and grasping his erect shaft...*

Sc: STOP Jor'rel! *He cried, waving the stream off himself.* Is my humiliation to be on public display?

Jor: It is not your humiliation Sc'orr; these visions are false are they not?

GT: *He had to admit, everything about it looked real. Seen from the perspective of the Jaridian female gave it a rather disturbing emotional charge as well. So, that was how it had felt and looked when he had taken Naor'rin long ago... T'than shook the thought away and his eyes turned to Sc'orr, inquisitive. It was not impossible that what they saw was a mix of fantasy and reality.*

Sc: Of course they are false! *he snapped, unable to look either T'than or the healer in the eye.* I would never...

Jor: I know. I must admit that I am puzzled why Zo'or would choose your image to be the perpetrator of her shame. Why would he not allow her to see who was raping her? If his intent was to punish her, why not do it himself?

GT: Zo'or's mind works in patterns too unbalanced for common minds to grasp. *he looked back at the datastream, though it was empty now.* If he had something strong against Sc'orr, that might explain what he did; perhaps why he allowed her to escape. The plan is not original though... *he smirked. He too had once tried to use Naor'rin as a weapon to destroy Zo'or.* Still, I cannot see what his reason might be. Sc'orr was never his enemy.

Jor: I suppose we shall never know...

Sc: *Sc'orr knew - he did not want to understand the meaning of it but he did; somehow, Zo'or had become aware of their tryst that night before T'than's trial months ago.*

Jor: It is a mystery that we do not have time to debate; her body - her child, requires energy. If I cannot find a suitable alternative, I will have no choice but to summon Zo'or.

GT: Sha'bra! *that totally ruined his plans*

Jor: *He looked resigned.* It seems a terrible injustice that he tortures her and is then rewarded with a child. I would like more time to attempt to cure her and then give her the choice of whether she wishes to inform him, but time is not on my side. Naor'rin's body requires Taelon energy - energy that it is accustomed to, and she requires it soon. *He opened communications.* Please step away from the stream's viewing range. I do not wish for Zo'or to see either of you here when I tell him the news..

GT: *Not that he cared whether Naor'rin lived or died. He simply did not want to bring Zo'or into that issue. So, if all that it took was for her body to recognise the energy then... he could do it himself. But Cadence was pregnant, and she was his mate now. He had not the energy... nor the desire to be with the Jaridian again. He almost spoke in the last minute, hoping an alternative could be found, but Sc'orr interrupted him.

Sc: Jor'rel wait...*he said softly, waiting for him to turn to him.* I may have... an alternative for you. *He looked down and then up.* I may be able to sate the child's needs; I believe that my energy would be... familiar to her system...

GT: *Now that came as a surprise. That could only be possible if they had mated; so that meant that Naor'rin had, as the humans put it, jumped the fence at some point. T'than had never been aloof to the closeness of the Jaridian and Sc'orr but, he had never thought the older Taelon would be such a fool as to go so far.* You fool! *And indeed, he had been. Though ultimately, it had served T'than's own purposes, by separating Naor'rin from Zo'or and discrediting the leader twice already because of his relationship to the Jaridian, he was astounded by Sc'orr's ingenuity. T'than was mated with Cadence. If Zo'or's bond to Naor'rin was even half as strong as his and Cadence's, then certainly the Taelon leader had had no trouble finding out about Naor'rin's escapade.* You joined with her? Zo'or's own mate? *he turned to Jor'rel, a smirk on his lips even as he spoke.* I believe now we know why he hid behind an image of Sc'orr. And so we have two dilemmas sorted out. 

Jor: Yes... Sc'orr, in the times you and Naor'rin were together was it ever...?

Sc: We were together one time Jor'rel, *he almost snapped.* It happened right before T'than's trial and I can assure you that it was nothing like what you witnessed. It was mutual. We both knew it was wrong... after. But I will not apologize for it; that night was special.

Jor: I am a healer Sc'orr - I do not make moral judgments, and right now my only concern is Naor'rin and her unborn child. Joining together once, and so long ago, I do not even know if a memory of your energy remains...but, if you are willing...I would like you to attempt to help her.

Sc: What makes you believe that she would accept assistance from the one whom she believes raped her?

Jor: I do not know what to believe at this point, *he said wearily, his fingers rubbing one of his temples in a circular motion as he sat down.* That is not entirely accurate - I do believe something, and that is that, despite her protestations to the contrary, I believe that she loves this child and wants it to live. A mother faced with the promise of her child's death would do any number of things that were unpleasant to her to assure her child's survival. *Sc'orr nodded but T'than was obviously going to speak.*

GT: I want to speak to her. *he stated, more as a command than a request.* 

Jor: Why do you feel it is necessary to speak with her first? *His eyes were squinted at the corners; the stress of the day was beginning to grate at him.* 

GT: I know how to deal with Naor'rin, Jor'rel. I can bring the answer to plenty of the questions that you ask yourself. Allow me some moments with her, and I guarantee… she will cooperate.

Jor: I am in no mood for games, General. Your presence will only serve to make a bad situation worse. She is agitated enough as it is.

GT: Do not be a fool Jor'rel! *he let out a weary breath.* All your sweet talking only served the purpose of enraging her further. That is not the language that Naor'rin knows, not at the moment. I can offer her a choice in a way that her mind will understand. I assure you, it will only benefit her.

Jor: Very well. A brief visit will be tolerated T'than. Then you will leave. This matter is to be between Sc'orr and Naor'rin. There can be no other influence. While you are there I will discuss with Sc'orr the best way of talking with her. 

GT: I wish you luck. *he looked at Sc'orr then.* I was the one who stopped her; she did not look friendly, nor the least interested in any Taelon unless he was at the end of her claws. *he paused then, smirking and facing Jor'rel again.* I am curious though, how you plan to make her change.

Jor: We will ease her back into reality, but slowly, so care must be taken with what is said to her and what she is told. *His eyes were blue lasers on the War Minister. It was going to be a long night....*

GT: I am no fool, and believe it or not, I do not wish any harm to come to her child. *he straightened up, ready to walk away.* I will leave you to your conversation. I shall return with news of my own from Naor'rin shortly. *he nodded, and with no further ado, walked out the door and down the corridor Jor'rel had pointed out for him.*

~*~

GT: *He walked down the dimly lit corridor, passing by the two hulking guards who watched the antechamber to Naor'rin's cell. The human, Jenny he recalled, was working on a nearby console, going through some data. It was quite curious how much trust Jor'rel deposited in her. She raised her eyes to meet his, but T'than was already focused on the figure lying in the other end of the room. She seemed aloof to his presence, but he knew that was just appearances. Her breathing was more labored. Naor'rin knew he was there.*

Leave. *he spat at the human, not even bothering to look her way. He heard her little comment but disregarded it with a smirk and walked closer to the bed. There were no bars between them, but T'than's eyes could pick up the shimmering of the energy field that kept Naor'rin well confined.* Hello, Naor'rin.

N: *She had felt him coming. His footsteps were not audible yet when the hair in the back of her neck had stood on end. She knew his energy and was cursed with that foresight. His eyes were on her; piercing as she had always remembered them. It was, as it always had been, very uncomfortable. 

The human left. Cursed little thing had been watching her all the time, but fortunately, there had been no news of the Taelon healer in a long period. She was weaker, the fever was not so high but it was permanent now. Still, she showed no signs of weakness when she rolled over and rose from her bed. And there he was, T'than; the beast within him that had defeated her, perfectly masked underneath his Taelon frigidity. A low growl rose from her throat. Her smirk was the perfect reflection of his.* Hello, T'than. Did you come to gloat on your victory, as you always need to do?

GT: Yes. *he replied, rather simply. It did not seem to be the answer she was expecting; he noticed the barest hint of a flash course over her eyes.* But also, to make you a proposition.

N: I know better than to make deals with Taelons. You waste your time. *she crossed both her arms before her chest; her hand massaged her belly away from his sight. She was feeling rather uncomfortable, and it was not due to his presence alone.*

GT: I have spoken to Jor'rel. He has kept a close watch on you. He gave me rather encouraging news. It seems that you are dying.

N: *A dark grimace set on her features.* Aren't we all.

GT: Yes, but there is one problem. You are with child. A Taelon child. Certainly, you do not expect us to stand by and do nothing. We can prolong your life until you have delivered it to us. After that, you are really of no use to us. If you indeed wish to die, we can grant you your wish.

N: You cannot stop what is already in progress, T'than. *she walked closer, stepping further into the light that rained on the centre of her cell.* The void will take me and this child into its gates before the birth.

GT: We can stop it. Easily. *he replied, placing both hands behind his back as a malicious grin spread his lips.* All we need do is repeat the same process that brought about the conception of the child. *he too walked closer to the barrier.* All we need do, is force you again. And again. And as many times as it takes to nourish the child.

N: *It was a conscious effort not to show signs of weakness. His tone bore more than a threat; it bore a promise.* You can try. 

GT: Come now, Naor'rin, you are brighter than that. If you mean to attack us, there are ways to control you. I can call in as many volunteers as I want. *he paced the cell before her, speaking absently, his words smooth as though he was tasting the sweetness of it all.* Surely, you can kill a few, but there are always more that I could call in. A needle to your neck… a dose of tranquilizer. Not enough to render you unconscious. Just to tame you. *he stopped to look at her.* It really would be that easy, and you know it.

N: *She took a few steps backwards, into the dark again.* I’ll take my own life before I let that happen!

GT: Have you not been listening? You don't own your life! We do! *he could see her well, despite her retreat into darker surroundings. He could nearly smell her fear too.* You know that. All that talk about not allowing us to tame you. Naor'rin... *he crooned* You are already tamed. So much so, you came back to us.

N: Shut up… *she was shuddering all over. Only the conscious notion that the energy field was there kept her from striking.*

GT: There is my proposition first. Do you not want to hear it? I really would rather spare us further losses to the volunteer corps, despite the low value of human life.

N: *She had to gulp down to moisten her throat before she spoke again.* Go on.

GT: Submit…

N: *She growled.* Never...

GT: Hear me out, foolish child. The way I see it, you have two choices: go through the pain of constant defeat every time you try to resist – and you know how much we enjoy it. Or just submit. Your child will fight you... It will struggle to survive. It needs energy, and that is all it cares about. We can give you that energy.

N: I will not be your whore.

GT: You have been defeated. You know of that. Your only choice left is to decide who will be your master. Since mere transfusions will not work – Jor'rel has run simulations – you will need to receive Taelon energy directly into your core. And it cannot be the energy of any Taelon. Your system requires that you have already received it. And since we are deliberately leaving out Zo'or, that narrows the options to two Taelons... Sc'orr… *he paused for a grin.* Or myself… 

N: *She got hold of the tray that the human had left behind and it came crashing against the barrier* GET OUT! I would never have you touch me again!

GT: Good, so that narrows our options. *he could feel her nervousness. Her tension was amazing, nearly palpable.* Your decision is made. *he saw her stumble somewhat, as if close to fainting.* I will give you my advice, even though I am certain you loathe my every word: please him. Who is to know, he might even make an effort and keep you alive to see your child grow strong. Dor’mah’s fate does not have to befall your second child Naor'rin. It will live because we want it to. Cast your foolish pride aside for it is the only barrier that stands between your death... and the chance to see your child grow. 

N: *Her tone became a hiss as her words were spoken in her ancient language. What she said, caused him to grin with amusement.*

GT: Think about it. *he was already turning on his heels and walking away to leave.*

N: Why are you doing this? *her tone was weary, her words barely a whisper* Even if it survives, why do you want this child alive? I thought you meant to get your hybrids from the humans.

GT: This child you carry was a mistake. *he turned, only a few feet from the door.* A grave mistake. We could easily allow both of you to die, still, it is our seed that grows in your womb. And we have decided that it is to live. Sleep on it. Sc'orr will come tomorrow. *and without another word, he stepped out of the door, which materialized the moment he set foot in the corridor. The human technician, Jenny, was there, her eyes throwing daggers his way.* Watch her constantly. Naor'rin is not to be left unguarded at any time, or she might try something foolish. *he could see the human was about to say something, but he cut her off.* Have I been unclear?

*That said, T'than walked down the corridor towards the infirmary. He wondered if Sc'orr had stayed behind to know the outcome of his small conversation with their Jaridian prisoner.*
Book Sixteen
Part Three
To Wear A Mask
Sc: *Sc'orr approached the door to Naor'rin's room, waving his hand over a blank space of wall, watching as it disappeared, giving him full view of where she lay on her bed. It was more discreet to observe her this way - she would not be able to see his melancholy this way. She would not see his despair at having to play the part of a rapist when inside his greatest impulse was to take her into his arms and profess his love for her. Waving off the invisi-wall he stepped to the entrance and almost touched the alert chime to ask her permission to enter but Jor'rel had said that for the time being that it would be best to remain aloof, to keep all information vague and to allow her to recover at her own pace. If he could win her trust, only then would he be allowed to start peeling away the layers of fantasy that she believed like damaged tissue and hopefully reveal what was fresh and healthy.*

N: *Sleep on it, T'than had said. She had spent all night awake, staring up at the ceiling or simply rolling around in her bed in search of a comfortable position. But every time she closed her eyes the images came back. The darkness and emptiness of her cell were much better than the demons that lurked in the realm of her memories. He would come again in just a few hours. She knew it; knew it in her skin. And despite her fever, there was a chill growing in her as each minute passed, bringing her closer and closer to the moment she dreaded. Could she really make the decision T'than had suggested? Whatever part of her that remained rational saw a sense in his words; but how then could she ignore the feeling in her gut? She felt so sick that she had ended up spending most of the night rolled up, her knees closely pressed to her chest...

Silence went on, and on, and on... menacing to be broken by footsteps she did not want to hear. But they came, at last. A small echo in the distance was enough to startle her. It seemed to thunder in her eardrums even though the sound came from so far away. But her heart jumped in her chest, wanting to flee, and her muscles contracted already as they sought to wake from their dormancy. They were readying for a fight... her nature was just too strong to ignore...*

Sc: *Without ceremony he waved away the door and stepped inside, bringing up the lights to a normal level.*

N: *She acted without thinking. There was even the softest of voices ordering her to stop, but it was too late. She had already rolled over on her bed, jumped onto the floor and was preparing to strike when he spoke...*

Sc: I would not do that if I were you Naor'rin. You do not believe that I would be so foolish as to step in here without protection, do you? The forcefield still remains between us... for now.

N: Foolish? No... perhaps cowardly. *she never thought that seeing him again could awaken such rage inside of her. Two months she had spent on Jaridia. Two months healing and searching for herself again - or that part of herself that could not suffer because it could not feel. She was not hurt anymore. But there was pride. Always pride... and any animal runs from pain, fights against it, and her instincts were strong.* Why don't you lower this field? *she stood a few feet from him. The barrier was invisible, but of course it would be there. She searched his hands for a syringe, but they were empty. Did he really expect to get her cooperation? T'than's words had eaten away at her resolve the entire night, but just seeing Sc'orr's face again had seemed enough to make it strong again. She could feel it in her palms... she wanted to feel it in her palms. Naor'rin moved to shoot, but surprisingly, there was no blast.*

Sc: Oh, *he said, raising a finger,* I am afraid that your Shaquarava will not flare; Jor'rel said that you were causing much havoc with it in here and so, a dampening field is now in place until such a time that you will learn to behave yourself. *small smile.*

N: You truly believe you can train me like a dog? *her hair was still away from her face, braided close to her scalp as was the Jaridian way; her eyes flashed brightly despite the light in the room.* 

Sc: *A quirk of his left eyeridge was his only response to her question.*

N: You can take away my weapons, you may prevent me from using the Shaquarava, but there are many other ways to kill a Taelon. *she smirked at him, though the provocative words became harder to speak as she went on* If you truly plan on taking me, you are going to have to lower that field. We will know then if you are strong enough to defeat me now that I am not so weakened as before...

Sc: You still have too much arrogance for your own good, for it is only that which would make you believe that my visit here is to claim your body...again. *His eyes skipped to the side; lying to her was causing the most unpleasant feelings he had experienced in a long time.* But it is clear that you are still not at your best, otherwise...*his hand shot out and grabbed her slender wrist and he watched her braids fly as she struggled.*...you would not have been tricked so easily regarding the existence of a forcefield in here. *He pulled her so she teetered on her toes.* I have always known your senses to be keen and yet you were deceived so easily.

N: *She was furious; mostly at herself, for having succumbed to the first reaction. And unlike what she thought it would be - to attack - it had been to cower away as panic struck her like lightening.* Release me... *the Shaquarava was unresponsive, her strength alone was not enough to counteract his. She struck at him with her free hand, but he grabbed her in mid air, locking her wrist in a vice-like grip.*

Sc: *He began to make her walk backwards toward the bed, never letting go of her hands, or her gaze.* Threats and excuses cannot deny what is, Naor'rin...*a few more steps until the bed stopped their progress.* ...and that is that while your body may not be desperate for my life-force as it was before...*a sudden push and she was forced to sit, he towering over her,*...another's life is depending on it. 

N: *She did not like the perspective. Looking up at him, as if indeed it was but a theatrical representation of her new reality: that he was superior to her, her master as T'than had put it. Angry was the shine in her green lizard eyes when she looked into his, refusing to let go of the silent battle of wills, despite the promise in his words.*

Sc: *He tilted his head to the side a little.* The child...my child...and unless it receives the sustenance that it needs, it will drain you to the point of death. *He let go and stood across the room from her.* Which of course I will not allow, because such would kill it as well. You see, *he said, stepping closer, his hands behind his back.*...I want this child, and you will accept the nourishment that I can provide...regardless of your personal feelings about me in the matter.

N: This child may be yours... but it lives within my body. And you do _not_ own me! *the field was down. She had to try to make a run for it. He had freed her, and that too had been a large mistake. The echo of her last words had barely died out when she took advantage of her position. Seated as she was, it was easy to trip him and dodge him. And that was precisely what she did; with both hands pressed against the bed, she used it as leverage to trip him. It worked for the most part; he lost his balance and Naor'rin wasted no time to see if he had fallen. She was already running towards the door.*

Sc: *He found himself having to regain his footing; she had used her position and his own long legs against him but he turned in time to see her run, though she probably never heard the genuine concern in his voice when he called after her.* Naor'rin stop!

N: *A smirk was on her lips when she managed to go farther than she had before. The field had indeed been down. But only a few steps later, she met her invisible foe. A new force field had been risen. Naor'rin hit it in full force, the shock so great that it stole a cry from her. Disoriented, she fell to the ground. Seconds later though, she was already on her feet, not even daring to look backwards knowing that he would be there, watching, enjoying.

She released her frustration on the barrier, hitting at it until at last she felt his presence closely behind her. Naor'rin turned around, her breath labored, her features displaying weariness and anger.*

Sc: Naor'rin do not...!!! *He was horrified watching her like that. He wanted to rescue her and just tell her the truth about everything, but she would not believe him. Jor'rel was correct - the time for honesty had not yet arrived, but even knowing that she might recover did not ease his sense of despair. Finally spent, she turned back to face him and he relaxed his features into an expression of casual indifference.* Your futile efforts only thrust you closer to your need. To me. The more you fight the more you defeat yourself for you harm no one but yourself...and...your child of course. 

N: *She did her best to regain her composure. A growl opened up her speech.* What do you care if I bring harm to myself or this child? I know the fate that awaits us! *Naor'rin could feel the energy of the barrier prickling against her back. The tank top and pants she was wearing did very little to shield her from it.*

Sc: No fate awaits you or your child but that which you make... You believe us to be cold and barbaric, but what are you? Is it the behavior of a civilized species to kill an innocent based out of spite? *He dared to walk past her, their bodies almost touching as he went to sit down on the bed.* 

N: I have no problems in admitting that I would rather be wild and barbaric and assume my nature than profess myself superior and be no less than an unscrupulous prick. *she moved away from energy field; but intently she had moved away from him. His closeness was unsettling. It was undeniable that his energy reached for a fragment of her, pulling her towards it, making her feel her hunger and mostly, that of her child. It hurt; the pain was acute, like the stab of a blade, but she hid it behind her expression of anger.*

Sc: You have said that there are many ways to kill a Taelon, and you are correct. There are many ways to kill a Jaridian as well; by denying what I offer, you do both in one fell swoop. *He raised his hands, palm out to her.* Come and lie down now, and I shall attempt to be as brief as possible...

N: *She swallowed, but there was no way to moisten her throat. The fever was higher from her anger and distress. She paced the room back and forth like a caged animal.* You can be even briefer and leave! *she stopped, right in front of him, her eyes on his and then on his palms. She contemplated them as a starved beast would contemplate a juicy piece of meat.*

Sc: You cannot deny me forever and, I have time. I will merely wait... until you are unable to.

N: *She looked away and down with a grunt. Her own hands were restless, the fingers opening and closing. She was in a dilemma. It was a trap, and Naor'rin knew it. Everything in her body language showed that she knew it. At the same time, one could tell how irresistible was the pull.*

Sc: *His palms were glowing slightly now as his energy flowed into them, waiting to be released.*

N: *Her green feline eyes looked back at his exposed palm. Her feet moved forward, one after the other, slowly, hesitantly. Her trembling hand reached out until her fingers brushed his. It was not possible to miss the torment in her eyes...

Sc: Naor'rin.... *His fingers flexed with the feel of her ghostly touch and he closed his eyes, his shoulders relaxing...*

N: *And that was when the picture changed. Her other hand moved with incredible speed, all five of her nails set out like claws that aimed at his face!*

Sc: *He hissed as his exoskin was torn and he hurled her to the bed with his free hand.* You are fast, but my defenses are faster; I have told you that you are in no condition to be in a confrontation. 

N: *She struggled but grinned when she saw his face.* Really? Your wounds say differently. *but she was indeed weakened; fighting him was hard, especially since he seemed infuriated by her misdemeanor*

Sc: *He looked at his fingertips; they glowed with droplets of energy that oozed from his right cheek.* That was very naughty of you Naor'rin. I thought that such petty maneuvers were reserved for petulant children who do not wish to take their medicine. *He lunged, falling atop her struggling body, dodging her other hand.* You missed, *he grinned.* And, I do not desire a matched set, *he said, pointing to his other cheek.* One will be quite enough to convince Jor'rel that you spend the rest of this pregnancy in restraints!

N: *Naor'rin screamed aloud, the cry erupting from the depths of her throat, and as though it had fed her with new strength, she struggled with all her might; her lithe body desperately trying to snake away from underneath his; her arms resisting his as her hands sought to break free. It was painful to try to awaken her Shaquarava; it seemed pointless but it was instinctive as was every other movement of her body.*

Sc: *Doing his best to ignore the feel of her body writhing against his he reached for her wrists and pinned them down beside her head.* This child will not die, nor will you! 

N: *Too close; he was simply too close. Her head moved from side to side, her eyes locking on his hands and hers. Naor'rin pulled against his grip, her back arching as she tried to push him off.*

Sc: *His hands moved upward, his large fingers forcing her palms open and splaying her fingers. He blushed dimly - the joining of the hands was an extremely arousing act for Taelons, and his body responded accordingly making his energy race within him and he knew there was not point in trying to hide the erection, because certainly she must be feeling it as his hips matched the undulation of his hands.*

N: *Her eyes widened. No, it could not end like this! He could not win, again. All the struggling became increasingly difficult as her own body betrayed her. Her own child! It had felt the Taelon energy and it was demanding it!* No! Don't do this to me… *her words were but whispers in the mists of her struggling breath, and it was unclear for whom they had been meant. She was in a frenzy to break free, her fingers even curling up between his to drive into his sensitive hands, but he would not let go!*

Sc: Be still! *he gasped.* It has been a while since my energy coursed through your body. *He pressed his hands hard against hers and his fingers clamped down tightly.* ...there may be discomfort... *He was concerned; it had been more than half a year since they had joined though she believed it to be a third of that. He did not want to hurt her, but... the pressure at his pathways was immense. A blush and a groan and the conduits in his hands opened and his essence plunged into her like a dagger. Oh... it was bliss!

N: *Her body foresaw it before Sc'orr's energy flowed into her like a river through a broken dam. The child sent signals that she could not ignore, making her struggle all the more difficult… impossible even. The pressure was simply too great, and her will alone was not able to keep closed the doors to her being. Sc'orr simply plunged through her defenses with the strength of an ariete. Her body went stiff and her back arched. 

She would have cried if not for her gritted teeth. She didn't realize the pain until the air went out of her lungs and she tried to breathe in. At once her body relaxed, as if all strength had abandoned it. The flow was continuous and like a glacier slowly gaining terrain through her veins. The violence of the fight of ice against fire was stealing gasps and moans from her, and all the while her eyes were shut, as if looking up into his victorious expression was too great a shame to abide.*

Sc: *His face was so close to hers, his nose and lips brushing against her cheek softly. He wanted nothing more at that moment than to kiss her - to comfort her with kind words through an experience that both frightened her and caused her physical pain. But what left his lips was only breaths that disappeared in the sound of her cries.*

N: *Naor'rin felt every sparkle of his energy like needles piercing her flesh. Slowly and steadily it reached every muscle in her body, and finally her womb. As soon as the child sensed it, Naor'rin felt a greater pull… knowing it would call for more, fearing the incredible pain that would come with a new tidal wave of energy, her body seemed to awaken from its dormancy and struggle again. Her eyes were wide and empty, except for the sparkle of tears. Her copper skin, despite being cool and released from the fever, showed beads of perspiration…* Enough… *came the faintest whisper. Too late though…*

Sc: *At first he was the one to force his living essence forward, into her body but then he became aware that things had reversed - his energies were being sucked from him and the pull was becoming stronger! He knew it was not she who commanded the drain but rather, the child. Zo'or's child... 

He grimaced, letting it happen and opening the gates to his life-force as wide as they would go and literally poured himself into her.*

N: Her hands tensed and her fingers stretched out the moment a new jolt of core energy entered her body. It was easier to withstand this time though. It was almost soothing, though knowing that brought a different kind of pain… Sc'orr had not simply won that battle. Naor'rin knew that the acquiescence of her own body had given him a flawless victory over their war.*

Sc: *The body beneath his ceased its struggles but her features were set in stone; she hated him. The child inside of her had been sated and as the last drops of energy fled into her Sc'orr knew that he had fulfilled Zo'or's prophecy, and raped her for real.

He lay over her for a time until his hands released hers and he pushed himself up with his arms and looked down into her face...her devastated face.*

N: *Even if no cell of her body had been left untouched by his energy, at least she had been able to protect her mind. He had not forced entrance into it, quite surprisingly. Her thoughts had been havoc at first, memories that she should have made an effort to forget but that haunted her still. Much of her self-control had foregone her body, lost to him, to seclude the one part of her that she could keep unscathed. Still, as the ice and fire mingled to become one in her bloodstream, there was a sense of loss. Indeed, her words had been in vain. T'than had been right the whole time: they were the ones in control of her life. Weary, defeated, Naor'rin looked away into the wall trying to let its dullness sink into her and wash away the torment.*

Sc: #Whatever pain you feel right now Naor'rin, know that I feel it one-hundred times more intensely...#

There, that was not so bad, was it my dear? *He asked through a constricted throat.*

N: *She had still not moved an inch, even when the heat of his palms was no longer touching hers. His voice called her back to the brutal reality. Her chest heaved erratically with what could have been a whimper. No sound was produced though. Naor'rin merely shut her eyes, feeling the heat of resentful tears forming behind her lids*

Sc: Regardless, I found it most enjoyable. *He lifted himself from her; he would need several hours beneath his shower to replenish what he had given. His body felt heavy and graceless.* So tell me, *he said, going to stand near the exit* ...you said that another Jaridian had nourished the child up until now... and a general no less. How did you get him to agree to feed a Taelon child?

N: MY_ child... *she whispered. It was difficult to gather herself; difficult to command her muscles to contract and relax so she could move. She was acutely aware of the sluggishness and gracelessness of each movement as she raised her back and sat on the bed, her back to the wall behind it.* He did not know. *she looked blankly at the floor. How she wished Ha'thor was there now. He would have protected her always. If ever there had been a relationship in her life that had been sincere, despite all the lies behind it, that had been that one. Because they were both after the same thing: pleasure.*

Sc: Oh I see, *he said.* In other words, you lied. *He chuckled softly.* You sit here and tell us how you would rather the child perish, but then go so far as to provide it nourishment with one of your own. What did you do to manage that, tell him it was his own? 

N: I did what I had to do to survive! *green eyes rose to meet his, full of worn out fury, and at the same time, embarrassment. She had used Ha'thor… but he had also used her. So they were even.* I wanted my child to become Jaridian!

Sc: *His smile vanished when he saw the look on her face - the shame...* I apologize, *he said, turning to look at the wall that blocked his exit. He wanted to leave. There was just too much tragedy in this room.* I should not have said that. *He looked back at her and then down.* It was not my intent to make light of your situation; you did what you had to do...*whisper*...what any mother would do...

N: Apologize? *she pulled her knees up to her chest and held them* You shouldn't. If given the chance, I would have made this child the weapon of your destruction! And it might be still. *she wanted to believe her own words, to hang on to at least that tiny piece of hope.* Ha'thor thinks the child I carry is his. If he is alive still, he will not rest until he has found us. He has the strength to destroy you! So keep us alive for your pleasure if you want... I might yet be given the chance to witness your undoing! 

Sc: Perhaps you will...someday. *He could not manage the sneer and so his face remained neutral.* # I deserve no less for what I have done...#

N: *She slid off the mattress and stood.* So if I were you, I would finish what you started... *her feet took one or two steps in his direction* Go ahead! You might as well use my body, for you never know when will be your last chance!

Sc: *He looked at her intently and took a step forward, his fingers sliding over the contour of her shoulder to her upper arm. He bowed his head lower, his lips now close to hers as his fingers traced over the swell of her cleavage, but he said absolutely nothing.*

N: *Her façade was beginning to break apart. Naor'rin was shuddering as events began to sink in. Her legs were menacing to crumble underneath the weight of her body, but still her face was set in bitter resolve.*

Sc: *She was shaking, trying to be strong and failing miserably. He pulled away from her at once, as if shocked. He waved open the door and stepped out and only when the forcefield was in place did he turn back.* What you offer would be too easy to take. You seemed... dissatisfied with my performance anyway. Perhaps next time you would prefer the company of another. T'than perhaps! *He turned on his heel and walked quickly back the way he had come, his angry and cruel final words echoing off the hollow walls of his mind.*

N: *His fingers had been like cold blades poised against her skin. Even when they were gone it still hurt, like if the iced echo of his fingers hand been imprinted on her body. And suddenly the feeling was everywhere - even inside her sex. To see him depart was a shameful relief. She should not feel that fear; only those who had anything to lose knew fear. Naor'rin was beyond that though. It was terror. And she knew then why that was: deep inside, underneath all the layers of fury and resolve lay a much deeper and stronger feeling than all the poisonous ones combined -- there was the undeniable want to hold her child in her arms. It was a need that knew not pride, nor honor or vengeance. It would not have mattered if it had been T'than to walk through that door. The result would be the same... Naor'rin was willing to sell her very soul for the simple chance of smiling upon her child's face!

A desire that should fill her with joy... but that circumstances transfigured into pain.

Her legs waited until he was gone from sight before they did give in. Naor'rin fell to her knees on the floor, one hand around her midsection, the other over her face as if she meant to hide the anguish that showed in her features. It was impossible to hold back the tears though. And the soft crying spoke volumes of her torment. She was utterly alone, and devoid of hope.*

Sc: *He was frustrated with himself for being so weak in the face of her beauty, and angry at her for being angry with him. It was completely illogical - he knew she had good reason to feel how she did. He just wished that things could be the way they had been between them. At the moment he hated Zo'or for destroying her, and hated himself for being the cause of it...

Back in the main bay of the infirmary he was met by Jor'rel.*

Jor: I am monitoring her vital signs remotely - they have improved immensely. The transfer went well? *he inquired hopefully but Sc'orr's sullen look was the answer he received.* You knew trust could not return in a day...

Sc: I cannot do this Jor'rel. It is destroying me! You know how I feel...

Jor: Yes, I do, and I realize that it is a great sacrifice to play the villain from her mind, but you must, to bring her back...and for the child...

Sc: A child that I have no right to claim! Am I to repair her - to bond with this child only so I can step aside when Zo'or learns of its existence? After it is done, who shall repair me?

Jor: I admit that I do not have all the answers yet Sc'orr, but I promise you that I will do everything in my power to make it so you need not have these interludes for long. If there is an alternative, I will find it.

Sc: And if there is not?

Jor: Sc'orr...*but the other Taelon had already turned his back and stalked from the room, leaving Jor'rel to ponder the terrible dilemma alone.*
Book Sixteen
Part Four
The Bonding
 Sc: *Nearly a week had passed, the days marching in slow succession like soldiers with weary feet. At least, that is how it seemed to Sc'orr. Of all the assignments he had ever received in his enormous life, none had been as difficult and mentally draining as this one.

Though she accepted his presence and did not try and attack him anymore, Naor'rin still did not trust him, and her revulsion for him was clearly stamped in the green of her eyes. How he wanted to take off the mask he wore; how he wanted to show her that things were not as she believed but... her trust would have to be built before she would accept the truth and not renounce it as more Taelon trickery.

Sc'orr felt the beginnings of trust, frail as the first bloom of spring, but he knew that she would never accept the news he was bringing her that day - news he had received from Jor'rel regarding the future health of both she and her child. If only he had had more time to win her over...but time was something she did not have.

He banished his troubled thoughts as he approached the entrance to her room. It was still surrounded by a bubble of forcefields, for their protection as well as her own. It would do no good for some overeager volunteer to scan a Jaridian presence. T'than had masked her presence, much as he had done with Cadence and still did, but no chances were being taken with the young Jaridian.*

N: *It had been the longest week of her life. Not even the time when she had been T’than’s pawn had danced so sluggishly to tease her. There was too much time to think. The only possible way to find peace was to try to clear her mind, keep herself focused, maintain her emotions. But they were stubborn and always took her by assault when Naor’rin felt him near her cell. At first it would be no more than a ghostly feeling in the distance, but soon the tingling would spread over her skin, sinking into her heart like poison that made it beat erratically. 

The second time he had come had been painful. The third had become more bearable, but still she had fought the idea. Keeping her mind on her child was the only thing restraining her attacks. But she had to admit that over the week, a new feeling had been born from their successive encounters. Confusion. He had not once pressed entrance into her mind; not once gone deeper than the child demanded, and despite his callous responses to her verbal provocations, never once had he exerted his power over her.

It was inconsistent with the Sc’orr she remembered. It was almost like... the one that had raped her had been the figure of the dream, and this one that visited her was more like the Sc’orr that she had made love to so many months ago...

Naor’rin shook her head and the thought away. No, no! She could not allow herself to be deceived. He was taking her still, against her will for it was coercion for the most part that dictated her submission. 

This time, his presence was nearly thankful, as it cut through her thoughts like a blade, making them shatter into tiny pieces that held no meaning. Her focus was him now; and even though she had her back turned to the entrance, her mind’s eye could see him. A tall, impressive being; beautiful and terrible. Only in tales were the villains the ugly ones.*

Sc: *She was seated with her back to him, probably meditating but he was certain she knew he was there. Her reflexes had shown definite improvement of late.* Am I disturbing you? *he asked,* I had thought that this was the time we had agreed upon for my return but, perhaps I was in error. I will leave you to your thoughts and return later...*He nodded and turned to go.*

N: Time has no meaning when you are locked up in a cell. *her voice was calm, clear. The fever had not returned those days, nor had the pain. She felt in her prime, though such health brought a deeper hurt than physical pain. She unlocked her legs and used her hands to propel herself upwards.* I can return to my thoughts later. *she had risen.* You are here, and I have nothing awaiting me. So, let us proceed. *Over the last few sessions, her fear had become something close to indifference. Meditation helped her put things into perspective.

There was no avoiding it. Why give him the satisfaction of fighting back? Naor’rin bore it all obediently, though her mind had never ceased to consider options to change her life - to regain her freedom and hence, that of her child. Sc’orr had the energy she needed to buy time; so, she would take it for as long as he gave it to her.* What is stopping you?

Sc: Mere etiquette, nothing more. I wished only to give you more time alone if you desired it. *He waved down the barrier and stepped inside, waving it up after him. In his left hand he bore a medium sized cube that shone in shades of pink moving to orange as he turned it in his hands.* We have been remiss in our treatment of you; you are a patient, not a prisoner and as such I have brought you some small diversions, so the time will not pass so slowly. *He lifted the top, revealing several rows of data crystals and small gleaming disks.* Reading material, as well as mental games of logic and skill that you may find challenging. *He ran his slender finger over a particular row of the gemlike storage devices.* Music; Jaridian, Taelon, Human and many others. I hope you will find it soothing and...*his eyes glimmered in a moment of dreamy softness*...I have heard that babies still within their mothers can also find comfort in it. 

N: *Her tone was set in pure spite* I am not your patient, just some kind of exotic pet which you, for some reason, decided to entertain. *her head tilted somewhat.* The only comfort for me and my child, is the time we have to ourselves. I happen to enjoy that silence.

Sc: *He composed himself quickly and set the box next to an untouched tray of food, looking just a little uncomfortable.* If these do not amuse I can bring you others.

N: Do not bother. I have no tastes, nor disposition, for other games than the one we are playing. And nothing that comes from you or the humans is welcome.

Sc: Well...I shall leave them here...in case you change your mind. *He looked again at the tray of food.*  You have not eaten, *he said, looking back over his shoulder with concern.* Naor'rin you must eat - the energy transfers are just one part of your health requirements.

N: Filthy human hands prepared that food! *she had to contain herself to still her hand; every time the human would come in with her food Naor'rin thought of how she had seen them treat her kind. This human showed a hint of fear, and sometimes, pity... and that was the greatest humiliation she could suffer.* I would rather starve. *she had not felt much need for food lately; it seemed the energy replenished her with all that she required.*

Sc: Would you like for your child to starve as well because its mother suffers from too much pride?  I realize that the cuisine is human but...you have lived here for years, surely you must have acquainted yourself with their food. Do not make it necessary for us to force feed you. *He said that with his back turned, but then his shoulders slumped, making him look like his strength was melting away at the edges.* I have heard that insertion of a feeding tube is...most unpleasant...

N: *She grunted.* Nothing could be more unpleasant than your presence. Still, I abide by it. *her eyes moved to the tray, then back at the Taelon. He seemed... weakened somehow. She felt it, and it only made her bolder.* You must believe it possible to train a Jaridian to do anything by now... No doubt the ones you have enslaved had to bear the foulness of the nourishment you provided...

Sc: *He turned to face her, exasperated, his hands fluttering in agitation. He was ill-rested, the stress of dealing with her weighing heavy on both his body and soul, but he closed his eyes, calming himself.* There were no Jaridians on this ship... *Long pause*...forced to do anything they did not...agree to.

N: *A lone laugh* Do you honestly believe that I agree with any of this. I did not agree to be raped, or impregnated. *she walked toward him, but stilled herself after a few steps.* What about that Jaridian woman whom you kept on a collar and a leash of despair? Hm? Did she agree to kneel and to humiliate herself in front of her enemies? Did any of them ask to be tortured, or desecrated in your labs? *she realised then her whole body was shaking. It was difficult to avoid thinking of all that when he was around. Naor'rin turned her back to him, intent on regaining her calm, and sat on the bed again.*

Sc: Enough of this arguing - it is pointless and it needlessly drains you and the child. After I leave I will see to it that you are brought more suitable choices for your palate. 

N: Indeed... you would not want your pet to become sick... *Her voice trailed off. If only she had the shaqaravah. But it was dead, as it had been since they had deposited her numb body in that room. She was looking at her own palms, without realising it.*

Sc: I can assure you, you are far from being a pet. *He came over and sat down next to her on the bed, daring to rest his large hands on her slender shoulders.* Relax, *he began to push her gently,*...and lie back now...*his body slithered over hers... she felt so good*...let us share...*He drew her hands up on either side of her face, his pale palms covering her copper ones*...open to me. Allow me in to you...

N: *That was perhaps the worst part in the whole encounters with him. To relax enough to let him close; to allow his hands to touch her; to let him manipulate her body as if it were no more than a rag doll. In those moments Naor'rin closed her eyes, tried to think of nothing else but her child. What it wanted...

Sc: Relax, *he whispered, not stopping the smile that curved his lips. Lying over her was like sinking in to a warm bath. It was wrong that he could feel such pleasure when she did not, but the pleasure could not be denied.*

N: *She relaxed underneath him, her chest heaving softly with her breathing. Naor'rin had to become aloof to the coldness of his body against hers, especially when waves of his emotions transpired into her. She knew he enjoyed it, but there was also a great doubt. She realized her palms had opened up to him, letting in something else than his energy... his thoughts.*

Sc: *He was lost in her, his palms locked against hers, making the energy in his body race with want.* # Let me touch you...truly touch you Naor'rin...# *His body undulated against her and he thrust himself against her between her legs. He could feel it - the hottest place of her body and suddenly he noticed that his nose was tracing against her cheek, his lips following, kissing her...*

N: *Her green eyes shot open.* Do not do that again. *she had fought the urge to move away. The only thing separating their bodies was her clothing, because his could easily dissipate by his command. It did not make for much protection.* My only interest is your energy. *her fingers opened and closed as her palms readjusted against his.*

Sc: *Her harshly spoken words washed over him like icewater and he stopped all movement against her.* Of course... I apologize... Let us continue...

N: *Naor'rin felt the tingling inside her womb. It was not want for Sc'orr, but rather, her child's want for his energy. It had felt it close, and it called for it with a need so savage as only children's need can be. At once the doors to her shaqaravah opened inwards, letting in his energy in a slow but steady flow. That first current was always unsettling. Until her body got used to the coldness, there was always some discomfort that of late had rapidly turned to relief; almost akin to pleasure that seemed to have no defined origin.*

Sc: *They were joined again but Sc'orr carefully avoided any further shows of affection. His energy flowed smoothly out of him and he kept his mind occupied elsewhere but soon the clouds of mundane thoughts were broken through by the brightest shard of golden light!* What...? *He uttered, startled, and he could not help turning his curiosity toward her mind. Had it been she who had called to him with such power? He dared to prod more deeply and soon his mind's eye was flooded with brightness and warmth from the new presence making itself known.*

N: *There was a pull, so strong. Her mind had been on her child, as it was always when she shared with the Taelon... But suddenly, there was not silence anymore. A voice spoke out in the distance, and soon the echo became stronger as it seemed to resonate inside of her own head. She gasped and shifted on the bed. It felt like she was sinking on the mattress beyond what was physically possible. Sc'orr's weight on her body evaporated as though he had become no more than sparkles. And for some strange reason, there was light in her mind. A brightness that had been too shy to reveal itself until that moment. The pull was irresistible... she followed, lured to it like a moth.*

Sc: Such life...*he whispered and then smiled, repeating it out loud*...such vibrant life!

N: *Inside her head she heard it again; the echo. In her mind, her own psychic projection's lips moved, as though those had been her own words. Her own hand was reaching out, its palm aflame; light pulling more light towards itself. More energy.*

Sc: Naor'rin look, *he said,* Look into yourself as I do! It is so bright!

N: *The pull increased as her body demanded more and more energy. There was a gasp in the distance but she ignored it. Naor'rin was so close, so close to seeing the shape that hid itself behind the light. It hurt her eyes, but it mattered not. She had never wanted to reach something so dearly in all her life...*

Sc: *His mind reached out to hers fully for the first time. Until this amazing moment he had tread very carefully, but now his consciousness brushed against hers and he could feel joy to match his own and so he entered, joining in this very special and private celebration.* The child reaches out to us... to its parents... Is it not wonderful?

N: *At last her fingertips brushed against the light. It was warm, and so comforting. Naor'rin's consciousness was deeply submerged into that supernatural dream. She touched something soft at last, something tangible. The light moved out of the way of her eyes to let her see the shape of what she touched. An infant; so perfect, so tiny. The sight overwhelmed her. A shy smile crept over her lips.* My child... he is perfect!

Sc: *A small pang of guilt; he had no right to be here but he banished it. He would play this particular role gladly.* He? Did you say 'he'? 

N: *The sight vanished, as if made of vapour. Still, the feel of his energy tingled on her fingertips; Naor'rin had touched him. Her mind had touched him.* Yes... 

Sc: How is that possible? *but he forgot the question when his mind was touched by tentative little tendrils, curious and uncertain.* He is reaching out to us, can you feel him Naor'rin? *He kissed her softly on her cheek. She did not reprimand him and so he sent thoughts of comfort and happiness to the life that sought to be shared in the minds of his parents.*

N: I can feel his strength. *her eyes were open now, but they looked up blankly as though the sight of her child was hovering over the Taelon's head.* His will to live. My son... 

Sc: Yes, he is indeed strong, *he said with pride* ...like his mother...*Another kiss on her cheek and then he kissed her deeply on her lips. It was returned - the thoughts from the child were flowing over them with waves of innocence and for a moment war became peace.* Oh Naor'rin Naor'rin... I have missed you so! *He nibbled her delicate earlobe.* There is so much I have wanted to tell you... to dispel all the lies... Things are not as you have seen... *The child still demanded energy but its demand was slowing, allowing Sc'orr to let go of one of her hands to caress her face and coil in her hair.*

N: *Her child kept them together; It was the true bond between their joined consciousness, not the energy sharing. Naor'rin knew a kind of bliss that she had never thought possible. It was a miracle; her tiny miracle. So when his lips touched her, hers mirrored the kiss, returning it with something as pure as joy.*

Sc: I never thought I would feel such... purity of spirit! *It was the best aphrodisiac there was when combined with her happiness. His hand was moving over her breasts now, pulling down the thin strap of her sleeve so he could take the warm mound in his hand.* He is perfect... perfect in every respect... *The words were muffled through their kisses. The flow of energy ebbed and finally the child was sated, but Sc'orr was still lost in the woman. He gripped her beneath her knee and pushed it up and open and his voice was breathless in her ear.* Let me make love to you...

N: *There was silence then, aloneness. It was painful to feel such emptiness after having been so utterly fulfilled. Slowly, her thoughts returned; the empty gaze in her eyes was replaced with shock in an instant.. And then it hit her like a punch in her stomach: Her lips were glued to his, half-parted and welcoming. Her whole body was sending out the wrong message: a message of want - of need.*

Sc: *His jumpsuit felt like static electricity - he would dematerialize it in seconds. His tongue was in her mouth and she arched up against him as he thrust his body forward, against hers, seeking the ultimate joining.* Love you...need you...

N: *She had been so high on having been so utterly close to her child, that her body had began to act on instinct without the painful memories to remind her of the mistake it represented. 

Her pupils narrowed to slits. There was fear and in a blink, there was anger.* No! *Her hands were free; she could move them. Despite the tingling on her palms, her shaqaravah was still controlled to be a one way door though. Naor'rin placed them against his shoulders and pushed him away. He was so close; and so needy. She could feel his hardness throbbing against her sex* Get off of me! *he seemed lost; she knew that look, and it brought back painful memories.*

Sc: Naor'rin please....do not....

N: Get OFF! *without thinking of the consequences, she used her nails to strike at his face again. It seemed to enrage him, but the small moment of his confusion she was granted was enough for her to grip the edges of the bed and try to pull herself from underneath him. A little room, a little room was what she needed...*

Sc: Stop this now! *he hissed, knowing that he had a new set of scratches for Jor'rel to heal.* Do not make me have to restrain you! *She was like a wild animal beneath him and in his anger he thought that perhaps the best way to teach her a lesson would be to become the image of himself that she so hated. How easy it would be for him with his superior strength to rip away her clothes and take her and just take the pleasure for himself.* I am so tired of this! *he grumbled, knowing she would not know the words were meant for himself - words of desperation coming from lips that were suffocating behind a mask of cruelty.*

 N: *Both her legs got hold of his waist and she rolled them over on the bed. Naor'rin had forgotten how strong he could be. So different from most Taelons, always so fragile underneath their elaborate lies. After a moment's struggle she was finally able to push him away, so efficiently, in fact, that he fell off the bed. She jumped away from it herself, but the memory of the barrier just feet from the bed stopped her from running away. Instead, she walked inches from it, back and forth like a caged animal.* My cooperation ends here!

Sc: Today perhaps *he growled, standing up quickly, the sting of denial and humiliation paining him deeply.* But you will have to accept me eventually.

N: *There was a growl as she faced him, and a strained look on her face.* I will _never_ accept you. You fooled me once with your sweet talking, and it was the greatest mistake of my life! *nervously, she pulled the strap of her top back into place. He was coming towards her, and though she tried to dodge him, he was still incredibly fast and got hold of her.*

Sc: *He smirked and thrust her back against the wall, his eyes burning with his temper.* Have you forgotten what you are? What I am? You are not a human who can endure pregnancy whether or not the father is present. Our species' require unity and it must be complete! These joinings we have had will soon not be enough as the child grows. He will demand more - he will demand all! *He pressed himself against her and looked down upon her.* So you see my sweet, whether you like it or not, you may as well get used to the idea now, that my future visits to you will be more...intimate. The child... our child, will not be denied!

N: It is your own needs that you want sated. You never cared for this child, or for me... *she was breathing rapidly, knowing he had her pinned and helpless.* 

Sc: That is not true! *he desperately reached out for his discipline only to discover that it had fled him, just as her feelings for him had fled her.* I never put my own needs above you! I know what you believe, but you_must_believe_me when I say that looks can be deceiving! You were never my toy...never!

N: Such as Cadence and T'lana were never toys in your species' hands! *her warm breath bathed his face as she hissed.* You revolt me! *she struggled to release herself as a sudden sense of claustrophobia took her by assault.* I will not let you use me like you have used her!

Sc: *He let her go and stepped back abruptly; Jor'rel would tell him to leave when she became hysterical to protect her fragile mental state. But Jor'rel was not there...*

N: *Naor'rin remained perfectly still with her back against the wall. She would have expected any reaction from him, but surely, it would not have been to move away. His body language was a confusing mix. She could not make out what to read in it.*

Sc: Naor'rin... I want to show you that I am sincere. We shared and you saw my thoughts. You would know if I had a hidden agenda would you not? You were mated to Zo'or for years - the landscape of a Taelon's mind is not alien to you. Am I correct?

N: *Her eyes lowered somewhat. He was right.* Not entirely. But for all those years you have played with my faith, led me to believe in the reunion of our species. It was all a lie, and despite being mated to Zo'or, I saw none of it coming. *she snorted and shook her head.* You are masters at deception. You have evolved towards that end. I will not commit the same mistake again and believe what I see in your mind.

Sc: *His hands were behind his back as he paced a small circle in front of her.* Perhaps... you would like to make a request of me...

N: *Being easier to breathe made it easier for her to relax. Furthermore... there seemed to be no indication that he meant to attack again. How odd it all was. His behaviour was erratic, and he looked almost... despaired.* A request? *she had to wonder if it was some kind of trick question.*

Sc: Is there something... that I could do for you, that would help me to prove that I am telling you the truth, and that I want only what is best for you and your child? If there is, ask me, and I will do it.

N: *Naor'rin had to hide the utter amazement from her features. Silence fell over the room like a cold blanket. It was almost uncomfortable... almost, intimate. He was waiting for her answer; truly waiting. There was not a hint of judgment or scrutiny in his eyes. It was hard to think and forget that he was in the room... What could she ask that would prove her wrong. She had seen so much...felt so much. Her mind went through all the memories... She could ask to see the others of her kind - speak to them, but surely they would answer in fear. Zo'or had not come; he had buried her memory in the cell from which Sc'orr had retrieved her. The answer was quite simple. She had to see Cadence...and she had to see T'lana. The infant could not lie as to her fate; she could not deceive her.* I want to see T'lana. I want to hold her in my arms and look into her mother's eyes.

Sc: *He froze, one foot in front of the other and looked back at her. To her, his face would be a downcast profile as he bowed his head. Of all the requests she could have made...* I should have known you would be a hard taskmaster. *He turned to face her fully* Would you care to ask me to fetch the moon from where it floats outside, for surely it would be easier to bring to you than them.

N: Spare me, Sc'orr. It should not be so hard for you to do it. After all, the directives were your doing. I do not see how bending them would be such a problem to you of all Taelons. *Her tone carried a dare. But it was weakened somehow, because again what she saw in him and what her mind kept recalling was utterly inconsistent.*

Sc: WHY do you ask for them? You know that T'than will never allow it! *But then he remembered - she had mentioned in his previous visit about T'than being confined to stasis - accused him of it actually. Zo'or had tainted her mind so badly she might never recover...*

N: T'than? How is he to be an impediment? Last you spoke of him was with utter contempt at his undoing. *her brow arched* Shed your pretense, Sc'orr. You do not want to bring them because you know that is not the way to bend me. Are you afraid that I might see their emotional scars? That I might feel in the child all the pain you have caused both she and her mother? *a twisted smirk took over her lips* A child's mind cannot lie, even if she is part Taelon.

Sc: You must believe me when I say that they are well! You can put your faith in those words. Naor'rin, there must be something else that you could ask instead?

N: No, there is nothing else. *she said, calmly* Your denial only pushes me further into believing that acquiescing to your presence... to these sharings, is a mistake. Cadence was with child, last I saw her. A child begotten in pain, no doubt. You watched it all... you thrived on it! *there was a growl as she pushed herself away from the wall, and though she paced the room, Naor'rin was careful to keep a distance from him.* I will believe they are well if I see and feel it for myself. You can fool the eyes of a Jaridian Sc'orr, but not our empathy. Our memories are made of emotions more than they are of images. I want to know Cadence's... 

Sc: *His jaw was set firmly as he faced her fiery stare. He was extremely irritated with her at the moment; she had taken advantage of his good will by making a deliberately impossible request! Whether in her realm of reality or his, Cadence and T'lana were virtually unreachable. But...if he could bring them...would it be a huge step toward curing Naor'rin? And if he did not acquiesce, how might she react? He loved her, and now, he loved the child. He would not, could not, let them perish!

Turning abruptly on his heel, he left her standing there gaping at his retreating form as he left her without a word.*
Book Sixteen
Part Five
Sc’orr Makes A Special Request
*After spending the better part of the afternoon beneath his energy shower Sc'orr rose feeling refreshed and relieved of the weight of sharing his essence with Naor'rin's child. But the weight of his next task was still heavy on his shoulders.

It was early evening when he entered T'than's office, ignoring the lone volunteer there and walking to the alcove where the direct entrance to the War Minister's quarters was. He rang the chime and in a rather un-Taelon-like gesture, went so far as to rap on the door once. He chided himself for his impatience; he had just not been himself lately. The door opened...*

GT: *The last few days had been days of surprising peace. Everyone seemed too busy repairing the ship to bother to give him and Cadence the unnecessary attention they often attracted. The days had been of extenuating work just going over all the systems, making sure all was operational, analyzing what had been lost and what could be recovered. They had suffered great losses to their core energy reserve, so the ship was now smaller in size. It mattered not. His quarters had not been affected; no readjustment had been made. And that was just as good since the family of three would soon become bigger. 

Thankfully, Cadence's fever was controlled, and it seemed that after all the stress of the Jaridian attack, his system was nearly back to normal. The pull of regression had not made itself felt in all those days. His mate was now taking a moment of reclusion in the bathing chamber, leaving him to tend to T'lana. He rather enjoyed that lonely time with his daughter...so it was no surprise when he answered the door with a rather inhospitable expression on his face.* Sc'orr...

Sc: Hello T'than. 

GT: *He nodded.* I am in my resting hours. What do you want?

Sc: I apologize for the unannounced intrusion... *He looked over his shoulder; the sitting room was empty.* May I enter? *His agitation was evident as he bypassed the General, his permission barely out of his mouth.* I need to speak to you regarding Naor'rin and it could not wait. 

GT: So it would appear… *the War Minister turned his back to the door as it closed behind the older Taelon.* 

Sc: *His eyes softened; crawling around on a large blanket was T'lana. She was rolling several glowing spheres of bright color about, her face alight with babyish delight as they each played music when held or dropped.* She has grown so much since last I saw her, *he marveled. Kneeling by her he grinned when she noticed him and when she reached for him he dared to pick her up.* She is truly a miracle. I never thought that I would see new Taelon life again. *His nose and ears were systematically grabbed, explored and pinched as he admired her pink cheeks and rosebud lips.*

GT: *He had to admit… it was highly uncomfortable to see T'lana in another's arms, even if that other Taelon was Sc'orr. He did not make any effort to hide the slight hostility in his tone.* And the reason for this visit would be, specifically?

Sc: Oh yes...the reason for my visit, *he said absently. He had completely forgotten that he had come with a purpose in the face of the baby's charm. He relinquished her to T'than's waiting arms but T'lana had her own mind about things and started to fuss, wanting the attention this new visitor offered.* I am sorry...I did not mean to upset her...*he said uncomfortably as he watched T'than try and calm her. It took him several minutes to do so...*

GT: Do not waste time on apologies. *Stubborn little one wanted already to pursue her own interests. That was no surprise, given her parents. At last T'than managed to persuade her to let go of Sc'orr by merely turning her attention somewhere else. It did not take long for T'lana to find new ears and a new nose to pinch. It was somewhat embarrassing to have her do that while the general tried to assume a business-like posture. He ended up returning her to the floor and her toys.* Proceed… *he looked Sc'orr in the eyes at last.*

Sc: Naor'rin has accepted me enough to allow energy sharings over the last week, but as you know, basic sharings are not entirely...sustaining. The time is fast approaching where I will have to... Where she and I must...have unity. *He shifted his weight to his other foot.* 

GT: *He arched a hairless brow.* What you do with Naor'rin is not of my concern.

Sc: I realize this has nothing to do with you! *he snapped.* I merely wished to acquaint you with the specifics before I made my request. You see, with her believing that you were condemned to stasis, and that T'lana is nothing more than a test subject with her mother breeding more, she wishes to be assured that they are indeed safe.

GT: And she will. After the child is born, we can risk removing the CVI, though not until then. So, I do not see how I can be of assistance.

Sc: *He licked his lips nervously but steeled himself for the reaction he knew he would get and just came out with it.* Tomorrow morning I would like to...borrow...Cadence and T'lana, so they may have a short visit with Naor'rin so she may see their positive health and well being...

~*~

C - *Her bath done, Cadence lay in the drying area, the warm golden light changing hue to orange, appearing to move over her body in shades of red, purple and blue and she stretched and moaned contentedly as the density of the air over her was changed - light to firm, firm to intense. She was receiving the ultimate full body massage. Her eyes began to droop and she relaxed completely but then into her drowsy thoughts filtered voices - T'than's, and another's. A visitor! Waving off the lamp she jumped up and wrapped a towel around herself and headed toward the main sitting area....*

~*~

GT: *His features went from curious... to outraged. The slow progression of his speech spoke bundles of the irritation in his voice.* So, to make a long speech short, you wish to "borrow" Cadence, so she can do what you cannot and persuade Naor'rin to mate with you? *he would have broken into a fit of laughter if not for the seriousness in Sc'orr's face.* Has Naor'rin infected you with her insanity? 

Sc: Cadence will convince her of many things. I hope that the honesty and innocence they both possess will be the light that will lead Naor'rin back to us again.

GT: I will not risk exposing Cadence, let alone T'lana, to the Jaridian! Naor'rin is unstable; she is dangerous to them! *his blue on blue eyes flashed brightly. T'lana dropped a cube; music resounded in the room, but her wide turquoise eyes were on her father, as though somehow she could understand what was going on.* If she does not accept you willingly, there are many countless ways to force her to submit. I care not about moral in this issue. It is a Taelon child in her womb. I will not risk the safety of my family merely because you do not have the spine to do what must be done, Sc'orr!

Sc: No! I will not rape her! I will not become the monster she believes me to be and complete this sick, self-fulfilling prophecy! I will bring her back... but I need their help to do it! *He looked over his shoulder when he heard the baby cry. She had dropped her toys, staring at the arguing adults with clear distress.*

C - T'lana! *she said, running to her and gathering the child up into her arms and then looking at the two Taelons with a frown.* What is going on? What did you do? *She was looking at Sc'orr when she said that, her eyes squinted at the corners. The baby had buried her face against her breasts, still crying loudly.*

Sc: I believe my words were too intense; I seem to have frightened the child...

C - Whatever gave you that idea Sc'orr? *she asked sarcastically, rocking the whimpering infant.* Do you always try and scare children to death when you come to visit?

Sc: I do not know - up until today I had never...visited...a child before. There were none to see.

C - *Had his words not been so tragic she would have laughed at his literal interpretation. Her anger cooled and she kissed the baby over her head and cheeks and T'lana finally lifted her face to look at everyone again, albeit warily.*

GT: *Thankfully the child's cry had taken everyone's attention away from him. His expression upon Cadence's entrance had been something akin to worry. Seeing her walk away with the child was a great relief that still did not overcome the mask of sternness that was his face.*

Sc: *Cadence turned and walked toward their bedroom and he continued.* T'than, I implore you to honor this one request. The risk would be less than minimal and the benefits would be substantial.

C - *She turned back, her curiosity piqued.* What request?

GT: This is an issue between myself and Sc'orr.

C - Tell me! I want to know!

GT: *He turned his eyes from the other Taelon towards his mate. There was an order printed in them.* Go back inside Cadence.

C - *She pouted softly at T'than's response while T'lana grabbed at her golden hair, fascinated.* I don't want to go into the bedchamber. I want to stay here. *She remained where she stood looking at her mate sullenly.*

GT: *He closed his eyes and exhaled heavily.* It is a Taelon matter, and none of your concern! *he had to keep her from feeling his urgency and the hint of guilt that was the cause for his impatience.* Please, return to your rest and leave us to discuss it in privacy.

Sc: *He could see T'than's irritation, more with him than his mate because his presence had initiated the disagreement. He looked at Cadence, wrapped in a white towel that barely reached her knees. Standing there with her baby, her new pregnancy visible beneath little kicking feet he could understand T'than's trepidation. She looked vulnerable...and she was. But surely he could protect them from the Jaridian, couldn't he? Besides, Naor'rin did not wish to hurt them. Cadence was her friend after all.*

Cadence, *he called gently, knowing that he was about to try to get what he wanted by rather underhanded means,* Naor'rin has asked to see you... and T'lana. I thought that you might enjoy showing T'lana off during a short visit?

GT: *He was trapped, and could say nothing! If he had tried to silence Sc'orr, Cadence would have known he was trying to hide something and her curiosity would have been spiked. It was too late to stop it... as soon as the Jaridian's name was announced, his lie was discovered.* Sha'bra… *he muttered to himself as he looked away, but it was muffled by Cadence's exclamation.*

C - What??? *Her green eyes burned and their gaze landed on her mate.* You told me it was a dream. You TOLD me it was a dream! *T'lana whimpered and Cadence lowered her voice to a hiss as she came up to him.* I told you over and over that I saw her and you lied to me! You, Jor'rel and Jenny too! I saw her try to kill you and you told me it was another Jaridian female.

GT: *He only turned to her when she was mere inches from him, but said not a word. His eyes dropped somewhat; there was no point in making excuses. He had indeed lied, deliberately. All of them had. When his eyes rose at last, they were on Sc'orr, full of fury.*

Sc: *If looks could kill Sc'orr had a feeling he would be dead. His game had backfired; he had not known the details about what had happened in the infirmary, nor had T'than ever mentioned that Cadence had seen Naor'rin.*

GT: *He was still looking at the older Taelon when he spoke* I did not want to stress you with the knowledge that Naor'rin was aboard. She is not the friend you mistook her for in the past. *the words were meant for Cadence, though his attention was fully on the Taelon.* She is dangerous. Attacking me was only the beginning. Sc'orr has sought to do no more than help her, and she has attacked him twice already. 

C - But...I don't understand... If she is acting that way, why would she ask to see me? What good would it do for me to go there?

GT: *A dark smirk grew on his lips.* He wants you to take T'lana and enter the same cell as she, because basically, he believes you can persuade her into liking him. *there was almost mockery in his tone for a moment. But it quickly turned to resentment* I will not expose you to such danger. Naor'rin is savage. She would not hesitate to attack you both, and this fool of a Taelon wants to subject you both to it. You are not going. And that is my final word!

Sc: T'than, I am asking you to please reconsider. *Then he looked at Cadence expectantly.*

C - *It was difficult for her to imagine Naor'rin as 'savage,' but in her dreamy recollection she recalled the hatred and wordless rage on the face she had barely recognized. Her lash-rimmed eyes fluttered with her uncertainty and she moved closer to T'than by instinct.* I... I don't know... I saw her. I saw her try and kill T'than - what if she tried to kill me too? What if she really wants to hurt T'lana and I? 

GT: *His eyes squinted somewhat, the remnants of a smirk that did not reach his lips. It was good that Cadence acknowledged the danger. And very good indeed if she severed bonds with the Jaridian. T'than was already wondering if he had made the right choice in sparing Naor'rin's life. She was proving to be more of a problem than she was worth. And Sc'orr was already pushing the limits. The Taelon general was already displaying a defensive stance.*

Sc: *He took a step in her direction but was stopped.* She will not harm you or the baby Cadence. She just wants to see you.

C - No. I don't want to go there.

Sc: Cadence please...

C - No! 

GT: Sc'orr, that is enough! You came here, you made your request and you received your answer! *he was past kindness. Sc'orr was already violating his space, and his patience was clearly exhausted.* Leave!

Sc: *It was clear not just by his words, but by the gleam in the War Minister's eyes; he had overstayed his welcome.* Very well. There is no need to become hostile, General. I am leaving. 

GT: *Just to make sure he would, T'than left Cadence's side and walked towards the exit. All it would take was a wave of his hand for the door to dematerialize.*

Sc: *T'than had gone to the door, waiting expectantly for him to step through it but instead of complying he suddenly turned back to Cadence.* 

Cadence, you are the only person in this universe who can help me. If you do not, Naor'rin will die... and so will her baby. *He wasn't sure, but he thought he heard T'than nearly growl. Sc'orr thought that it certainly must be love, otherwise he never would have laid such guilt and choice at Cadence's feet. The look on her face was wrenching; curiosity, guilt, shame.* 

GT: Sc'orr... *the word was dragged in his throat, a low guttural sound that accompanied him through the few steps that separated him from the other Taelon.* I said enough! *but it was too late. He saw the look on Cadence's face; her curiosity had been spiked. T'than promised to himself that Sc'orr would pay for such invasion...*

C - Baby?

Sc: *Pulling away from the other he went to her.* Yes, she is with child, about as far along as you are.

C - Oh... I didn't know that. But...I still don't understand how *I* can help. Jor'rel wouldn't let her die!

Sc: He cannot help her; she refuses to accept... the necessary treatment that will save both her and her baby's life unless you agree to see her.

GT: *He circled Sc'orr, intent on making the other realize he had passed the limits, and went to stand behind Cadence, both his hands on her arms as he pulled her closer. Whether he meant it to be an act of protection or control, it was difficult to tell.* 

C - But why?  *She felt the comfort of T'than's hands on her but she was still fretful.* Why would she do that? Doesn't she want her baby?

Sc: I believe she does, very much, but you see, one reason that led her to leave this ship is that... she believes that something terrible happened to you and to T'lana.

C - *Her eyes widened - her interest in his tale overriding her fear.* What does she think happened to us?

GT: *It was too late to stop the events in motion. The damage had been done. Now, it could only be diminished somewhat. He nodded for the other Taelon to proceed, but the look on his face advised that he do it with care.*

Sc: *He heeded the warning he saw in the other's blue eyes and proceeded carefully.* Let us just say, that she thinks you and your child have been... harmed, by us - by Taelons, and so she believes that by allowing she and her child to die, that she will save it from the same fate.

C - Haven't you told her that we are fine? You should tell her that I am going to have a baby too! *she offered a tiny grin* Certainly then she would feel better about things.

Sc: She will not believe us. There is an implant in her brain that makes her believe these things.

C - How horrible! Who would do such a thing?

Sc: *The girl did not miss a thing, but his answer was only a slight head shake.*

C - Tell her about my new baby! That will prove to her that I am okay.

Sc: She already knows you are pregnant, and, she thinks your condition is part of the unfortunate things that happened to you. *He saw the question in her eyes and opened his mouth to continue but was interrupted.*

GT: *He shook his head.* That will be enough. *his tone was calm though.*

C - Why don't you want him to say, T'than?

GT: To spare you of the details. Naor'rin's mind has been tampered with. A strike of genius, for it is very hard control a Jaridian in such a manner. *absentmindedly, he ran his hands up and down her arms.*

C - But I want to know why Naor'rin thinks our new baby is a bad thing!

Sc: General, I believe you should tell her.

GT: You believe a lot of things; one of which is that I would tolerate such intrusion! *he snapped back, clearly irritated. He did not like to be told what to do, especially when it concerned Cadence.*

Sc: Would you prefer she heard it by accident from someone else? She is in the infirmary every week and... the staff does talk, even when they should not.

GT: *He released a resigned sigh. It was true that it had been kept a secret so far. But secrets did not last long on that ship.* The news of this better not leave the infirmary, or all your efforts are in vain. *for surely, if Zo'or learned that Naor'rin was aboard that ship and that her presence had been hidden from him, it would mean trouble. Big trouble.

He looked down at Cadence, his expression changing in a second.* She has been made to believe that both you and T'lana fell into the Taelons hands. When Naor'rin saw you were with child, she assumed I was not its father... but rather, another of my species, and that it had not been begotten in a mutually consensual joining.

C - *Her eyes grew larger as she listened and she cuddled T'lana closer. Even the infant became strangely silent as the mood around her changed into something ominous.* She thinks... our new baby... is not yours? That I was... forced? 

GT: *He nodded at her. T'than felt her trembling softly against his hands. He held her closer to him. Damn Sc'orr for causing all of it!*

C - *Her bare shoulders shuddered as thoughts of L'syr and what he had tried to do washed over her like stagnant and fetid water. Naor'rin's delusions had almost come true. She sagged against him miserably.* It is so revolting! What does she think happened to you?

GT: In her mind, they pushed us apart and doomed me to the stasis deck. 

C - *She sobbed softly against him.* It is so close to what almost happened! I can't bear it!

Sc: Cadence...

GT: I am becoming sick of your voice! *the words were spoken in a hiss. T'than had been focused on Cadence until that moment, trying to calm her down so that their child was not made to sense her distress. It was somewhat late though. T'lana was awfully still for his comfort.* Have you not had enough?! You have a way to solve this issue, I care not for her mental health if it compromises my family's life! 

C - *She heard T'than and the anger in his voice, protecting she and their daughter and for a moment she honestly considered fleeing into their room and locking the door behind her. But she could not deny the hopelessness in Sc'orr's expressive blue eyes and also...she could not forget her beautiful friend who had defended her - who had been strong for her. She could not abandon Naor'rin in her time of need!* I'll do it... *she whispered over their arguing voices.*

Sc: *Ignoring T'than he looked down at Cadence, held in his arms.* What?

C - I'll help you.

GT: I will not allow it! *he had nearly missed her answer, and his tone was the same he used for Sc'orr. She did not seem to be as intimidated by it though. The softness in her voice was almost deafening.*

C - T'than... I want to!

GT: *He let go of her, stepping back somewhat.* Are you aware of the danger? She might have professed to care for you, but you may be certain that her hatred for me is greater than her friendship! Naor'rin will attack you for the sake of injuring me and all Taelons which she so vehemently despises!

C - *She turned her back on him and set T'lana back with her toys, waving up a dome of light that surrounded the child with colorful images and music that would offer her complete distraction. She had been subjected to their argument for too long. T'than was still telling her all the reasons he would not allow her to go when she stood right in front of him and said calmly,* I have to help her. She was there for me when no one else was, not even YOU! 

GT: *That silenced him and put an expression of angry hurt on his features.*

C - After what happened with your volunteers way back when, she helped me - she comforted me! *She gently put her fingers over his mouth before he could speak.* Don't say anything - that time is over and I am over it but there is more. She helped both of us on Lyra, she tried to protect me from Ne'shir when you yourself were a captive. Please T'than... please let me repay those acts of kindness. Please?

GT: *His hands were two tiny balls. His whole body was stiff and the tension showed in his stony features. He looked at Cadence, then back at Sc'orr, and again at her, his eyes boring deeply into hers. If only Sc'orr knew that he could not afford Cadence to meet with Naor'rin. Not all of his shameful past was buried so deep... there were secrets left to reveal.* Naor'rin is not who you believe her to be, Cadence. *but his shoulders dropped somewhat in face of her expression.* You are my mate. You are mine...but I knew you would eventually find your way into that cell.*

Sc: *Cadence was looking up at T'than and in her eyes Sc'orr saw utter love; it needed no words and had such depth it was almost palpable. T'than could truly make her come alive in a way that he had never seen in the time he had known her. And in her expression he saw everything that was mirrored in his own heart for the Jaridian.*

GT: *His eyes were but slits when they focused on Sc’orr.* You can count yourself satisfied. You have just usurped her acquiescence. But be warned, if Naor'rin does so much as display her aggressiveness towards my family, I will have her destroyed! It is in your best interest to assure nothing goes wrong. 

Sc: You have my word that they will be safe.

GT: *He walked closer to the other Taelon.* There is also another condition to my allowing this. There is to be a forcefield between them at all times. Plus, I want to watch it, and I reserve the right to intervene if I so decide. 

Sc: *He did not pause and nodded, even though he knew Naor'rin would want more. But for now, it was a beginning.* There is a room next to hers which you can enter and be unseen and watch via datastream and yet be close enough to access her room quickly. You will not need to though; I will be there with them at all times. I will meet you all tomorrow morning in the infirmary at 10:00 hours.

GT: Very well. *but he was already looking outside, clearly meaning to disregard the other Taelon.* 

Sc: *He nodded solemnly and offered a small smile to Cadence.* Thank you Cadence. Thank you...so much. *She nodded but did not try to leave T'than's side. Sc'orr knew he had caused interference between them but he also felt that this inconvenience would ultimately save two lives. Turning, he left with haste. Tomorrow morning could not come soon enough for him...*

~*~

*T'lana had fallen asleep to the music that tinkled all around her and Cadence gently lifted her and went into their bedroom and placed her into her cradle. The little one had not even cried to be nursed, the stress of the evening simply too much for her. Cadence rocked the small pod, which had miraculously grown with their child, and hummed to her softly. Back in the sitting room she found T'than staring out the window pensively and she put her arms around him from behind.*

Are you angry? *she asked softly.*

GT: Concerned would be the proper term to describe my mood. I have proven her to be a foe once, though in this instance, I hope Naor'rin proves me wrong.

C - Everything will be all right - there will be a forcefield and...you know I would not endanger T'lana needlessly. *She bit down on the corner of her lip softly* T'than...I did not mean to hurt you a moment ago, and I am sorry. *She could stroke his cheek now.* But...do you understand why it is important to me to at least try and help her, and her baby? If anything happens to them, at least I can say that I tried, and didn't just stand back and do nothing. I have to live with Chandra's death, regardless of what she did before that but, I couldn't live with another one, so...I will try and help Naor'rin.

GT: I know. I tried to keep the truth from you because I knew you would not react well to her presence. Your condition is delicate. *he looked down at her hand, even grabbing it and placing a tiny kiss on its back.* And despite what you believe, she IS dangerous. *his fingers traced the delicate contours of her hands as he spoke.* But if someone can shed light into a dark soul... it is you. 

C - *She hugged him tightly and stood on her toes to kiss him all over his face.* I love you T'than... Thank you for having faith in me and letting me do this...

GT: *He exhaled loudly, as if he had stifled a laugh.* I did not have much choice in the matter. You would have found your way to that cell... and I prefer to know when you go, and to be there near you in case something happens. *he turned around and away from the window, to be face to face with her.*

C - *She pulled him by the hands and once they had crossed the threshold into the other room she embraced him again, only this time, affection was replaced with passion when her lips meshed with his.* Let me show my gratitude to you. *smile* Let me give you something...

GT: *There was a smirk on his lips. Somewhat weary, but full of promise.* And what would that be?

C - Me.

GT: *He arched a brow, provocatively.* Are you certain that you are up to the task? *but his hands had already found the small of her back, and his voice trembled with desire.* Given your condition...

C - I am not so pregnant that I can't make you squirm...*she let her towel fall away and put his hands on her breasts.* ...and give you the ride of your life... *She pushed him down on the bed, climbing on top of him before the lights dimmed to deep red...*
Book Sixteen
Part Six
Light To A Dark Soul
Sc: *Sc'orr had already been there at the infirmary for an hour by the time T'than and his family arrived. Jor'rel was conspicuously absent, deciding to allow Sc'orr to guide the visit on his own.

He had watched them enter from a distance; Cadence was positively glowing, looking as pink and rosy as the long dress she wore. He saw her look around furtively and, seeing no one, kiss T'than passionately, the War Minister abandoning decorum and returning it, his hand drifting over her breast before resuming his normal and stern demeanor as he waited for someone to come. 

T'lana was all smiles, also dressed in pink pajamas with feet. She had a blue teddy bear clutched in her arms. It was the only contrasting color amongst all the rosy hues not only of Cadence, but of T'than's uniform as well.

Entering the main area he offered the Taelon greeting and then smiled down at Cadence and T'lana.* You look lovely today, Cadence. It is wonderful to see mother and child...and children, looking so well.

C - *She nodded politely, her eyes twinkling with untold secrets; much lovemaking had occurred last night and, after a long and restful sleep, this morning as well. She felt positively infused to her every cell with his energy.*

Sc: General, please attempt to reign in your concern; I will be with them both the entire time, and, as you requested, a forcefield will be between them. Now please follow me and, silence would be best. *He motioned down a corridor and ushered them all into a small room. A datastream was already displaying the other room - it looked like the entire wall was transparent - a huge window so they could all watch the Jaridian covertly.* Please wait here. I shall return for Cadence and the baby momentarily...

~*~

N: *Naor'rin's had been a long, sleepless night. She was, more than ever, acutely aware of the smallness of her cell. It was even more disconcerting to look at the door and see no physical barrier there. Sometimes the irrational side of her wanted to rise from the bed on which she sat and run towards it. But she knew she would not get anywhere close to it and that filled her with a sense of claustrophobia!

Sc'orr had left the room without giving her an answer. But that was not as unsettling as his behavior. Locked up in that cell, she was detached from the world. All that she knew was what he told her. And what he told her did not seem to match what she remembered. 

Things were not as she thought they were, he had said... Cadence and T'lana were well, and had never been harmed. But Naor'rin had seen it, she had felt it! Cadence was pregnant, just like Sc'orr had told her she would be once the three Taelons were done with her. And then Jor'rel's minions had dragged her away, probably returned the human girl to a cell very alike her own.

But worse, Sc'orr had said... he had said he loved her. And Naor'rin had felt that love in him; seen it in the despair mirrored in his eyes; in his body language; in the way he seemed to respect her despite the forced sharings. And the Jaridian had dreaded it more than anything. 

Everything was just wrong! The world was upside down again. Reality just looped times and times again to leave her dizzy!

Nervously, she got up and began to pace the room back and forth, one hand absently over her midsection. None of it made sense.

Naor'rin stopped, her head bowed as she looked at her own hands. They were pale again; pale from all the Taelon energy she had been fed. If she had a mirror in which to look at herself she was certain she would see change: in the taint of her eyes, in the smoothness of her face, in the roundness of her belly...

With a deep breath she closed her eyes and forced herself to go back in time; back into that dreadful day when Sc'orr had retrieved her from her cell. She tried to keep her emotions under control, to relive it all with a rational scrutiny. The more she saw, the harder it was. She searched for something out of place... and that cost her a nasty headache. It came like a shock, blinding, making her lose her balance. It hurt incredibly, and when she cleared her mind and it subsided, Naor'rin found herself kneeling on the floor, holding both sides of her head.

There was also a minor ache inside her womb. Her son's distress. She breathed in, deeply.* Hush little one, it is all right. *she sought the bed's support and lifted herself to sit on its edge. Her head felt so heavy, and her heartbeat had not yet returned to its normal cadence. It was probably just the lack of sleep and the accumulated stress...

Hearing footsteps in the distance did not help to put her at ease either. Concentrated in her own mind, she had not felt him coming. But she knew he was there, just outside the door. The breath caught in her throat for a moment longer... she felt a shiver course over her entire body before her hands gripped hard at the bed's edge. He was there, standing, looking at her. She did not have to raise her head to know, the very notion of it was sending shivers up and down her spine.*

Sc: Good Morning Naor'rin, *he said, his eyes stopping over her rumpled medical gown and disheveled braids.* You look ill-rested. Are you all right?

N: You need not bother to ask. *she raised her head and eyes despite the throbbing pain on her temples.* I will not die from a minor headache due to lack of respite.

Sc: Perhaps you should speak to Jor'rel. You must rest and rest well.

N: Well... *she tilted her head somewhat and offered a cynical smile.* You should perhaps take that into account next time your barge out of this room without giving me a proper answer.

Sc: I apologize for my sudden departure the other day. I did not mean for it to disturb you.

N: *She snorted* I am certain you did not. Just as you didn't mean to agree to my request. *her eyes surveyed the empty room behind him.* You came alone. I was already wondering if you would come at all. 

Sc: How can you believe that I would abandon you at such a time? I thought that by this point, you and I had come to an understanding.

N: You thought wrong! *she got up; a little too fast. Her eyes closed and she sighed. She had felt slightly dizzy, though one would easily mistake it for weariness. When she spoke again, her tone was calm, almost threateningly so.* Whatever understanding you believed we had is destroyed. I will not accept the terms you imposed to continue to nourish my child. *she raised her chin, a proud gesture for one in her stand.* I will not abide by my part of the deal, because you have not honored my request, and I am not so foolish as to take your word to be true.

Sc: *His eyes flicked in the direction of the room where he knew others were watching. Her hostility would not make getting Cadence there easy and he had to admit, seeing her, that T'than had reason to be concerned for them.* I can see that you are clearly out of sorts. Perhaps today is not the best day for you to... receive a visitor. *He turned to go but she spoke.*

N: Visit? *he couldn't leave. Not again. Not without an answer. Doubt was unsettling.* If you mean yourself, you know I am better off alone.

Sc: Oh... no, I did not mean me; I do intend to see you later for a sharing but... the visitor I mentioned was... someone else.

N: Is this “someone else” of interest to me, or my child?

Sc: I believe that you would wish to see this person Naor'rin but, you must assure me that you will be on your best behavior - it is very important. 

N: I can behave moderately in a civilized manner. *she nodded.* Even if that is surprising for a Jaridian. *she folded her arms, acting with apparent disinterest, though in truth, her curiosity had been spiked.*

Sc: I shall return in a moment. *He wished that her attitude would have been better and that she would have perhaps shown some enthusiasm...but he also knew that such would be asking a lot...probably too much, given the current situation. But when he looked on the innocent faces of Cadence and T'lana he thought that if they could not enchant the Jaridian, than nothing would.* I am ready for them.

GT: I am not so certain though that I am ready to consent to this. I do not like her attitude. 

Sc: I realize she is being recalcitrant T'than but her attitude is not indicative of oncoming hostility. 

GT: I disagree. *he looked at Cadence; it was hard to miss her impatience.* It is in her nature to be hostile. Keep that in mind.

Sc: I will keep them at arm's length at all times. You have my word. *He extended his hand toward Cadence, but still spoke to T'than.* May I?

GT: *He nodded* Tread carefully. Do not trust her Cadence. *T'than planted a tiny kiss on his mate's forehead and caressed his child's cheek before walking towards the window. It offered a clear view of the room where Naor'rin was imprisoned, though it was completely opaque when seen from the Jaridian's side.*

Sc: *Leading them from the room he smiled and reassured Cadence* Everything will be all right; I will not let anything happen to either of you.... *Once the door had closed he spoke again.* Thank you Cadence. I wished to say it again. I do believe that if anyone can help Naor'rin to see the light that...it is you.

C - *She smiled brightly; T'than had told her the very same thing.*

N: *It seemed to be taking him ages. She was nervous, so Naor'rin had began to pace her room, but she froze once she heard footsteps coming from behind her. Her sharp senses registered two presences... strangely enough, two Taelons. There was Sc'orr, and then... T'than?! She had frozen in place, assuming the worst.*

Sc: Naor'rin, please turn around and see who I have brought. 

N: I know who you have brought! *she snapped, resorting to anger to once more hide her true feelings. She did turn, sharply, as if she meant to strike at them next, but what she saw was a joyful revelation.*

Sc: *He was pleased with her expression - she looked extremely surprised.* I must ask you to step back to the bed please. *As she did, Sc'orr appeared to press his palm against the barrier at the door and slowly push it inward until it was just a few feet in front of the bed. Then he called to Cadence.* You may step inside now...

N: *She obeyed without even considering doing otherwise. Her eyes were on the girl and on the little one she carried in her arms. Sc'orr had brought them after all. Naor'rin was completely at loss for words.*

C - *Gingerly she came in, her eyes wide and blinking as she took in everything she could about her friend.* H...hi, *she said shyly* It's been a really long time...*smile and then a small hand covered her mouth and she grinned as she pulled it away.* And this is T'lana. *As if on cue, the baby opened her mouth and spoke a string of syllables interspersed with coos and giggles, reaching out for the new person in her life. Cadence had to keep a discreet distance from the field so the baby could not touch it.* I think she is saying that she is happy to meet you.

N: *If ever she had seen a perfect picture... she could remember it in the face of Cadence holding her baby girl. She did not look at all changed from the time before the Jaridian's fall from grace...* Cadence... *she whispered, in awe, and then walked towards the girl. Naor'rin noticed some hesitation in her, and halted just inches from the barrier.* You need not fear me. *she did her best to offer a smile, but was unable to convey much more than melancholy. *

C - *She took a deep breath and came a step closer. T'lana was still reaching for the other woman. Cadence recalled her own mother telling her that she was the same way when she was an infant - outgoing.*  Do you...think she is pretty?

N: *The Jaridian's eyes were on the baby.* She is beautiful. *she raised her eyes to look directly into Cadence's green ones.* I am so sorry... for failing to keep my word. I could not help you, either of you... 

C - Help us? *she asked, her entire face full of questions.* What do you mean?

N: *She looked at Sc'orr then, her eyes full of rage.* I could not protect you from them... *her own voice trembled with hatred.*

C - *Cadence was not entirely sure who 'they' were, but she did her best to soothe her friend.* We are fine...we really are, but, Naor'rin, what happened? Why did you leave? T'than said...

Sc: Cadence, *he called softly, but the girl turned quickly, startled.* ...she is becoming agitated. *He took her arm and turned her,* ...come along. You can visit with her again another time and perhaps stay a little longer. *He smiled at her in a fatherly way.*

C - But we just got here...

Sc: Come along now...

N: Is this how you mean to win my trust? To dress her pretty, walk her in front of me and hope I will buy what I see? *she turned to Cadence then.* Are they blackmailing you? 

C - *She was completely taken aback, not only by the question but by the feral gleam in her eyes. They were almost glowing!* N...no...*she shook her head back and forth.*

N: *The girl seemed quite surprised at the question, but Naor'rin mistook her late answer for a confirmation.* What are you so afraid I might do or say, Sc'orr, that you must stay behind and guard her like a watchdog, and keep this forsaken barrier between us? *she almost hit at it with her fist, but then noticed the look of apprehension on the little baby's face and withdrew... even taking a few steps away.* 

Sc: You are too unstable Naor'rin; I will not endanger them by allowing you free reign.

N: Unstable? *she arched a brow* How can you expect to win my trust if you deposit none in me? *a smirk twisted her lips* Unless that is not your prime objective. Otherwise, this barrier would not be between us. I said so before... you can fool my eyes. *she focused on Cadence.* 

Sc: Your very attitude now is the reason such a rule must be imposed! Look at yourself - you are behaving like a wild animal! Tell me, were positions reversed, would you take your child and cross that barrier?

N: I cross the barrier every day when I allow you to touch me! *she spoke slowly, but her voice trembled with repressed anger.*

Sc: That is enough Naor'rin!

C - *Her green eyes moved back and forth as she listened to them talk; Naor'rin had changed so much! How could all of her warmth and wisdom have been replaced so totally with such anger? There had to be a way to make her feel better - to fix whatever had gone wrong!*

Sc'orr, it's too soon to leave; I want to stay awhile... and I want to go beyond the forcefield.

Sc: No! I am sorry Cadence but it is not possible.

C - I want to!

Sc: I cannot place your wants over my responsibility to keep you and T'lana safe.

C - You're not being fair!

Sc: Perhaps not, but I am doing what is best.

C - She won't hurt us - she wouldn't! *her eyes flicked to the Jaridian* Right?

N: *Naor'rin had to admit... she was quite surprised at the way in which Cadence conversed with Sc'orr. She was almost demanding something of him, and as far as she could tell... he was accepting it all quite naturally. She closed her eyes; the awful headache was getting worse. There was even an acute ring in her ears, and that distracted her enough to delay an answer.* I would never do you harm, regardless of what has happened between our species.

C - See? 

Sc: Cadence, I am sorry but...

C - You brought me here to help her right? How is whisking me out of here going to do that? You can trust her, I know it! *She looked at him then, her lips pouted and her eyes full of resentment.* Or...is it that you don't trust me? Don't trust that I could actually help...

Sc: *T'lana, upon seeing her mother's sadness, also turned to look at him, sticking out her lower lip.* By the Great Shaquarava! *he whispered. 

N: Need I remind you of the terms of our arrangement Sc'orr? *she walked to the side, so she could face him and only him.* Let the field drop. You have my word that I will not do them harm. *She turned her head to Cadence.* I swear on the life of my unborn child... *she kept eye contact with the girl.* A mother would know, that is the ultimate promise.

C - *Solemnly she nodded and then looked back at Sc'orr expectantly.*

Sc:  Very well, but know that I acquiesce under protest, but I wish to foster a feeling of goodwill amongst everyone here. *Barely had the field dropped when he heard the door open next door and, giving Naor'rin a warning look he rushed out.*

GT: *He had been pacing by the window of his room back and forth for some time now. He did not like the twist of events! Cadence could not expose herself in such a manner! He would not allow it!

His legs had taken him to the door just in time to almost stumble into Sc'orr.* Let me pass!!!

Sc: T'than! *he whispered harshly* You must not enter! Please... return to the other chamber. 

GT: How can you expect my cooperation when you have so blatantly broken our arrangement? *he was positively livid! There was a lower tone to his voice as well.*

Sc: I realize this was not what we had agreed upon however Cadence and Naor'rin had different plans and...Cadence... the look she gave me...

GT: You fool! *but he knew the look, and how effective it could be.* No wonder Naor'rin has cast a spell on you... all it takes is a female's charm and you acquiesce to their every request, however illogical it may be! 

Sc: I am not a fool. I was not merely cajoled by her sweet expression - I sincerely believe that she is sincere in her desire to wish to help and she cannot, locked behind a forcefield... and the longer I remain here explaining this to you are minutes I am not there looking after them!

GT: If something happens to them, Sc'orr... I will make you wish you had never left the womb! *with that said he stormed away from the other Taelon and towards the cubicle Sc'orr had provided. He had to watch... there was still a way to control the situation, for as long as he knew what they spoke about, T'than could simply reach out mentally to Cadence and order her to leave...*

~*~

C - *Back in the room, Cadence set T'lana on the bed with her toy and turned to face the Jaridian. Her instinct was to back away but she held her ground, trying to look completely unaffected - like things were the way they used to be.* 

N: *She had not moved, instead letting the girl in and allowing her time to relax. Naor'rin studied her carefully, her reptilian eyes running over the roundness of her belly. She looked... surprisingly well. Though tense.* You seem distressed. You need not fear me. You are not the target of my fury, Cadence. 

C - Oh no! *she said nervously,* I am not... afraid of you. *Biting her lip she looked down then.* Well...maybe I am...a little. I've heard some things...that's all.

N: Do not believe everything you hear from the lips of a Taelon. *she dared to walk a little closer. It was impossible not to feel warmer inside in the sight of the human girl, and especially, that of her child. How could she still radiate such innocence?* All the things I have done... *she started talking* I did to survive. *why did she all of a sudden, feel so fragile?*

C - *Suddenly, without thought, she hugged her, just like she used to.* I know you did...I know...  I missed you! They told me you were never coming back... but I'm glad they were wrong.

N: *She was taken aback, and was motionless for a minute. But then she allowed herself to relax and reciprocate the hug.* I have missed you as well. You are one of the reasons why I came back. I wanted to make sure you were well... *In truth... she had wanted vengeance on the Taelons; on all Taelons. There had even been a time when she had considered destroying all hybrids. Looking at the little one now though, Naor'rin realised she would never have been able to hold that vow.*

C - *T'lana dropped her bear off of the bed and nearly went tumbling after it but Cadence caught her, lifting her and kissing her on her cheek. She saw the melancholy in her friend's eyes and... was that a tear glistening in the corner of one of them? She thought better of mentioning it, instead, offering the most precious gift she could think of.* Would you... like to hold her?

N: *Her eyes found the little one's. She acted as though she had misunderstood Cadence's words.* Me? *she looked at the door. It was still closed, and she could not feel Sc'orr's proximity.* Are you certain that it is allowed? 

C - Allowed? *she lifted her chin pridefully.* She is my child. I say what is allowed and what is not. *She stepped closer.* Go ahead, *she smiled.* ...take her.

N: *Her hands were shaking. A daughter she had had once, a daughter that she had never held as a baby. The Jaridian found herself wondering how it would feel to actually have a baby in her arms, and she realized she was quite at a loss on how to react. After a moment's silence, she reached out her hands towards the child. T'lana's eyes smiled at her and she reached out in turn, and so Naor'rin got hold of her and lifted her from Cadence's arms.* Hello little one... *it was almost unbelievable that one such as T'than could have helped to create such perfection.*

C - *The moment Naor'rin took the baby, T'lana grabbed up a small fistful of her long braids and examined them as a scientist would an amazing new discovery but then she brought them to her mouth, chewing on the unique texture most happily, but Cadence's bemused expression turned to utter mortification when the child began to grope Naor'rin's full breasts.* Oh gods, I'm sorry! *she said, wanting to take the baby back but she was waved off.*

N: It is quite all right. *she was smiling down at the infant... a gesture whose purity she had forgotten how to convey until that moment. Time seemed to freeze still. There was just Naor'rin, and that little baby... a baby that for a moment changed face and became her own daughter. Her mind inadvertently jumped through time, to a few weeks from where they were now. It could be her child; her son in her arms...if she did what Sc'orr suggested.*

C - She um... must be in the mood for a snack...*she blushed pinkly and then in flickering waves of blue. T'lana smiled delightedly and followed suit, blushing brightly and joyfully in Naor'rin's arms.*

N: *Her sight became blurry. She realized why when she blinked and two droplets fell on the baby's clothes.* 

C - Naor'rin what is wrong? *she asked, her eyes wide with distress and worry. She gently ran her fingers through the many black braids and then petted over her shoulders, noting sharper contours of bone than she recalled in the past.* We are alone... you can tell me.

N: We are never alone... not really. *she was certain that despite Sc'orr's absence from the room, that they were being observed. But the Jaridian was glad the girl had spoken, because her voice brought some distraction from the unsettling thoughts.* You should probably take her. *she risked a smile as she returned the baby back into Cadence's arms. It was... almost painful to relinquish T'lana, though at the same time, it was also a relief. Cadence seemed to hesitate somehow* Did you not say she was in need of nourishment?

C - Oh...yes, I think she is hungry...*She knew Naor'rin had deflected her question but T'lana was now back in her arms and making a fuss. Cradling her she pulled down the shoulder of her dress, revealing one breast. Soon the room quieted as the child relaxed and began to suckle.* Naor'rin, can you tell me now why you left... and why you are locked up here? 

N: *She watched, feeling grateful to be allowed to witness such a moment. Cadence seemed perfectly adapted to being a mother... and T'lana looked more healthy than any of the babies she had ever seen in her life. They were bonded... and happy. And that was all she could read in the picture. She turned away though, when Cadence placed her question.*

C - Did you... did you do something wrong?

N: Yes. *she replied shortly, her eyes focused on the floor by her feet.* I trusted them. I trusted Zo'or, even dared to love him. And I trusted Sc'orr, as a friend. And that was what I did wrong. 

C - *She was looking down sadly, ashamed to even mention what she had been told.* T'than told me that...you were a spy for your people - that you gave away our secrets...

N: *Her shoulders dropped somewhat* I did not spy for my species. I was foolish enough to believe in peace. But they found me their enemy, locked me up and forgot I was there. Two months they kept me away from the world. And when finally Sc'orr came for me, I discovered that there had been war. That the Jaridians had come and that... *she paused to gather the wits to speak the next words.* that they have been defeated. So after... *she glanced sideways at the girl* everything that Sc'orr showed me I rebelled *a slight nod and a smirk* and I killed, and I ran, to come back and avenge my species!

C: I don't understand, what war? The only fighting there has been was when your people came in their big ships last week. They attacked us and for no reason too, *she pouted.* Now we have had to leave Earth and float around who-knows-where.

N: No reason? *for a moment, she forgot she should restrain the passionate anger and keep it from her tone.* You call enslaving my people, no reason? We sought justice! 

C - Slaves? Your people aren't slaves here.

N: *The baby had stopped suckling and was looking over her bud-like nose at her. Naor'rin took a deep breath and pulled her legs up on the bed. She sat against the wall and pulled her knees up to her chest* I saw them. It was a part of the tour Sc'orr gave me around this ship. They did horrors to them! *she looked at the girl, her eyes saying the words her lips did not "and to you".* How is it possible that you do not know of this?

C - Well actually... I am not allowed to walk around the ship anymore so... I couldn't say for sure that none of your people are here. *She looked down, pretending to concentrate on T'lana. A cold shiver moved down her back as she took in everything. The fact was that Naor'rin could be telling the truth and she could be totally unaware. She never left her quarters and when she did on her trips to the infirmary the corridors on the route were cleared. Volunteers stood guard, making sure she did not leave - her whole life was guarded. Was it possible that everything she had seen for the past months had been orchestrated?*

N: Yes... of course. *she put her forehead to her knees for a moment to give herself a moment to think and calm down.* But you can tell me, Cadence... *Naor'rin raised her head so she could face the other woman.* How you became pregnant again. 

C - *She pulled the baby closer and looked away, saying nothing.*

N: *She noticed the blush on the girl's cheeks. It was a question with a fairly obvious answer.*

C - We really did not expect it to happen again so soon, *she said, still looking away.* ...but, it did. *She finally looked back, her eyes bright.* We are happy though even though Jenny... I mean my nurse, likes to tease me saying that T'than wants to keep me barefoot and pregnant. *She wiggled her feet from beneath the fragile fabric of her dress. They were adorned with little velvet slippers.* Hmmm, see? It's not true, I'm not barefoot! *Her giggles were stopped instantly with Naor'rin's harsh response.*

N: T'than? *no, that was impossible! By the time of the conception of Cadence's new baby, T'than had been doomed to stasis! The time table was inconsistent.* But, the other Taelons? Sc'orr said... I saw... *her eyes closed tightly and she even growled.* ...what they did... forcing you to join with them... there was completion! 

C - *Her lips trembled; it looked like she might cry.* I know... Sc'orr told us that story, about them forcing me to... 

N: It is not a story! *she was looking blankly ahead, talking to herself; her mind struggled when confronted with two opposite versions of the same truth.* Sc'orr... he made me watch the whole thing. I saw it, when they came in. You... *she looked at the girl, but could not bear to hold her gaze so she looked down again recalling the events as though they were being displayed on the cold floor.* You were asleep; resting. So peaceful... but then they barged in. I saw when... when one of them reached for you. You struggled so valiantly... *her voice trailed off, but then returned with renewed strength.* It took two of them to hold you... while the other... *she ran both her hands over her temples.* I felt it!

C - *Her words were too unpleasant, making her relive what had happened with L'syr.* It didn't happen like how you said. *She realized too late that she had said too much. T'lana had amazingly fallen asleep and so Cadence laid her down on the bed between two pillows, but no sooner had she stood back up that Naor'rin had her by the shoulders.*

N: NO! *she turned around. Her head hurt tremendously! All of a sudden her heart had began to beat erratically and her breath became desperate gasps.* I know what I saw! I know it... I felt your pain! Your distress... *her eyes were wide and tearful.*

C - Please stop - that hurts!

N: Don't lie to me! I can see... in your eyes... there is truth in my words!

C - Yes something happened okay? But it wasn't what you think so what does it matter?

N: *She relinquished her grip, and her hands went from painful to comforting on Cadence's shoulders.* Please... tell me. *the sound of her voice was desperate. It felt like she was on the brink of insanity! Cadence's words registered as truthful. There was not an ounce of deceit in her speech... and not a trace of sadness regarding her new baby's conception.* I need to know.

C - *She released a breath and her head fell forward. She was so embarrassed she could not look the other in the eye.* L'syr tried to rape me... he did. T'than was locked up and forced to watch while this forcefield drained almost all of his energy from him. He nearly died but Sc'orr... he came...*she was whimpering and her voice caught on different words.* He rescued us...but...do you remember Chandra Sheridan? *She looked up at last.* She died. L'syr killed her. 

N: *L'syr... yes... she remembered well the look on his face during the interrogation. She had known it in another Taelon before and saw it again on Sc'orr's face when he had...* I am sorry. *the words were heartfelt. Her hands slid off Cadence's shoulders, and then her mind replayed Cadence's words.* Sc'orr? He... helped you?!

C - *She wiped at her wet eyes.* Yes, Sc'orr saved us. I... I can't tell you anymore... I don't remember parts of it. But I can tell you this - whatever you think happened to me... didn't! This baby belongs to T'than - we made it together, willingly. He isn't in death-stasis and if you want proof he is right up the hall.

N: *She did not need to see him. When Cadence had walked in, she had felt T'than in her. And Naor'rin had faced them upon killing L'syr. They had been fighting... and Cadence's revelations brought a completely different meaning to that fight. T'than wanted revenge on what the other Taelon had done to Cadence... such as Naor'rin wanted revenge on what had been done to her and to her species.* I know... I fought him. But... he wasn't supposed to be awakened! *her words started out calm, but soon, they were trembling with passion.* Sc'orr couldn't have saved you! *suddenly, she was simply too nervous to stay still, so she got out of the bed in a jump, turning to face the girl.* Can't you see? He said he agreed to what those others did to you! *she took a tiny step forward* And what about my species? The way they were treated! #The way they treated you...#

C - I wish I could tell you more about your people but I can't...but...Naor'rin, doesn't it make sense that, if you were wrong about what happened to me and to T'lana and T'than that...maybe you are wrong about...other things? 

N: How can that be?! *she was shouting; the baby shifted on the bed so she walked somewhat away, talking nervously as she paced the room, speaking lower.* I saw it, Cadence... *she turned to the girl, her eyes full of confusion* He made me see it; everything!!! All the torment, all the pain! Yours... your child's! *she pointed out to T'lana. Somehow, her words seemed misplaced, as the infant seemed to have known nothing but peace in her life.* I felt it! It was real!!! *but her tone resounded with denial, but she went on, desperately trying to hold to what she knew was true* I saw what they did to my kind... *She stopped, her features and tone becoming somber.* Sc'orr... He wore me out. Physically and emotionally... And if that was not enough... *why was it suddenly so hard to say those words. It was the truth! It had to be the truth. How could it not be? Her head felt so heavy, the pain was almost blinding.* He forced me.

C - Shhh it's okay Naor'rin, *she soothed, stroking her face and hair.* Don't worry; you are safe now I promise! I know what you are saying about Sc'orr but I can't imagine him doing anything like that to anyone least of all you.

N: *The sincerity in her tone took her so much by surprise, that Naor'rin froze in place.* Why do you say that? *she walked forward; her legs were not feeling so safe to stand on anymore.*

C - *They were sitting next to each other again and Cadence arched a delicate brow.* Well, because he loves you. *She grinned innocently as if citing the most obvious fact.* It's easy to see whenever he looks at you. Even when you two were arguing the voice in his eyes says it all.

N: *She had no comeback to that. Yes, she had seen it too... but it was not possible. Any of it!*

~*~

Sc: *He turned away from the stream, pained.* Please Cadence, say no more... *She spouted wisdom as a child does - unknowingly.*

~*~

C - *Caught up about romance, words left her lips faster than she could catch them.* Now Zo'or, he seemed really mad at you...*Her hand came up and covered her mouth too late. Not only would the Jaridian's curiosity be spiked, but she was well aware that T'than was hearing it all and she had conveniently left out about her unexpected visit with Zo'or in the infirmary the day after the attack.* 

N: Zo'or? 

C - *Her eyes darted in the direction of the other room and then she turned her back on it and huddled close to Naor'rin to whisper. It wouldn't really do any good but for now it made her feel better.* I saw him... I was looking for T'than and walked into his room. He was recovering from an injury after the fight. He was kind of strange that day... mysterious... and he talked about you... how you had betrayed him... how he could not forgive you. Naor'rin, *she continued seriously, holding the other's hands*...he said...that he wanted to kill you...

N: *For some strange reason, those words turned her soul to ice. She hugged herself and remained very still for a moment. Zo'or... angry with her... betrayal... he had never come, not during those two months of incarceration. He had locked her away, not once coming to even exchange a few words with her. If he had wanted to kill her, why not then...*  But, he handed me to Sc'orr. *a flash of a thought: what perfect revenge for betrayal... her betrayal... her night spent in Sc'orr's arms. Such twisted irony. Yes... Zo'or's hurt could spread such deviousness. And just as her mind conjured up all that reasoning; an image... a face. Her eyes widened and stared blankly ahead and then her arms moved as if to push away an invisible enemy and she recoiled and sat again against the wall.* 

C - *Her face was pinched in sorrow and in confusion. She didn't know what she could say or do to help except stay close to Naor'rin, always keeping contact by holding her hands and huddling against the wall with her.* I don't know why Zo'or did that. Maybe he thought you didn't love him anymore...

N: NO... *she shook her head* No... I loved him! If only... if only he had come... if he had not sent Sc'orr in his stead...

C - *She embraced her, comforting.* I don't know... Taelons are sometimes...confusing in the things they do...

N: *But why did her own words sound senseless all of a sudden?* Cadence... Help me! *she got hold of the girl's hand; her distress and confusion were almost palpable* My sin was not so great to warrant such punishment! Sc'orr is the father to my child. Begotten in pain as it was, I love him dearly. I could not bear if they took him from me! *she paused, swallowing hard as to un-knot her throat.* I don't know what to believe anymore. I am so afraid... nothing makes sense... Do I trust what my eyes saw and my skin sensed... or what my heart feels?

C - *Hugging her to her breast she rocked her slowly, much like she would do for T'lana. In that instance, Naor'rin was young... and painfully vulnerable.* I don't know what your sin was Naor'rin and as far as I'm concerned it's not important and, you are right - you do not deserve what is happening to you. 

N: *But maybe she did. Her betrayal of Zo'or had been the turning point in her life. From then onwards, there had been nothing but grief. And even when she had believed to have lost all ability to feel - and what a blessing it had been - it seemed her soul had stubbornly survived to be reawakened, to torment her again. The tears came flowing after months of total distress.*

C - *She kissed the top of her head and her fingertips brushed away tears from her cheeks.* I do know one thing though and that is that I don't think we would be here talking if anyone planned to take your baby from you. But... all of this stress is unhealthy, for you and for him. Right now, I think your top priority should be to rest and do whatever you need to do to have a healthy baby...and to give him a healthy mother. 

N: *She closed her eyes, even shuddered somewhat. Cadence was right. Naor'rin heard her words because they came from someone who had been in her place before. Or so she thought.* You are right. I fooled myself into believing there was a choice. I know what I must do, but I doubt my own strength.

C - I wish I could help you more; I wish I could have seen what you saw, but I didn't. I don't know what Sc'orr did to you, or what he didn't, but... the voice in his eyes... listen to what it says - it cannot lie to you.

N: I listened to it before... But it fooled me. *She pushed away, slowly. The Jaridian took a deep breath and tried to gather herself, cleaning away her tears with the tip of her fingers.* I tell myself I have cried one too many times because of them, yet they always manage to cut me deeper. Cadence, if only he had stared at me then as he does now. But I saw only hate, and scorn and evil when my son was conceived. 

C - It makes no sense! He loves you. I know he does....

N: I have no faith left in love. *she smiled sadly, placing her hand to her belly.* It binds me to a life I do not want to live. *her eyes fell on T'lana* Yet, it is a miracle to see how you and your child have managed to strive in this Taelon world. You, my friend, are more of a warrior than I took you for. 

C - *Her lips parted and her eyes blinked rapidly as her cheeks flushed. She had no idea how to adequately respond to such praise from one she respected so much.*

N: They never let me hold my child. *she reached out to brush fingers to T'lana's delicate features. The child stirred a bit, smiled, but kept on sleeping.* They took her away from me right after the birth, and I never saw her again until much later. She was just like T'lana, you see. A hybrid. But she had already been born weak... Her father... *she swallowed, smiling sadly as T'lana kicked and made baby noises in her sleep* He never nourished her. I did all I could, and so did my kind, but in the end... *the words trailed off. It was suddenly too painful to watch the little girl. Gently, she pulled away and looked at Cadence.* I see that this time around, it was different. T'lana is perfect. You are very lucky. *despite all she had seen and still believed, Naor'rin meant those last words.*

C - Yes...very lucky, *she said automatically but her mind was elsewhere. Her eyes literally bored into Naor'rin; at first the words made no sense but then they did, and with the shock of them came memories of another time they had talked - Naor'rin coming to see her in her new quarters and making some enigmatic comments. Cadence had spent that night dreaming of a young Jaridian girl. She had thought it had been Naor'rin herself - but it had been another child. A doomed child.*

You...you had a baby before... *She finally understood Naor'rin's sadness whenever she talked about children, and today whenever she looked at T'lana.*

~*~

GT: *That was simply too close to the issue for comfort. He had halted himself a few times before when Naor'rin's behaviour had become unstable, but he feared her more now that her mood was calm and accepting. He rushed out of the room, only to be halted by Sc'orr.* I am ending this reunion. There is no point in allowing it to continue: Cadence has done more than necessary.

Sc: *He had been so utterly involved in the conversation emanating from the little room that he almost let T'than pass...almost.* Stop! You will not enter and agitate Naor'rin with your presence. It would look suspicious.

GT: Let me pass Sc'orr! *he looked the other in the eyes. It would take a lot of nerve to hold T'than's stare but the older Taelon did it.*

Sc: No. A few moments longer - can you not see that she is finally speaking and making progress?

GT: Either you end it now, or I will barge into that room, with not an ounce of consideration on how it might look to Naor'rin's eyes!

Sc: *T'than was brimming with rage, but it was rage brought on by fear - he could tell by the stress in his vocal patterns. But fear of what? The War Minister was trembling and on the verge of going through with his word when Sc'orr raised his hand and said sternly, deeply aggrivated.* Wait here. I will do as you ask.

~*~

C - Naor'rin... tell me more. How did you happen to have a hybrid, and who let it die?

N: *Her jaw dropped, as though Naor'rin was going to speak. But then she just pulled her knees closer and looked down. Their time was over. She had felt it, and now Sc'orr was there.*

Sc: Cadence.

C - *She jumped; she had forgotten that Sc'orr was nearby. She had forgotten anyone was there but she and the Jaridian. But the spell had been broken and air flowed back into the room as if it too had been holding its breath, waiting for a revelation.* Just another minute...

Sc: I said NO.

C - *She pulled back, old conditioning reminding her to trust no Taelon but T'than - to fear them! But she swallowed those feelings and glared at him.* You can't tell me what to do Sc'orr!

Sc: No I cannot, but T'than can. It is he who is demanding your departure. *He refused to be the villain this time. T'than would have to deal with it.*

N: *She looked sideways and snorted. A smirk twisted her lips: T'than. Always T'than. And of course he had stopped it all; Naor'rin knew precisely why, whilst Cadence still had no idea.*

C - I want to stay! We are talking!

Sc: She needs rest, as do you. If you do not rise I shall carry you out. *He was being unreasonably harsh but frankly, he too was tired, and T'than's endless demands were beginning to grate on him.*

C - You wouldn't dare!

Sc: Perhaps not, but T'than will. I will send him in.

N: You should go. *she muttered softly.* He will not back down this time. He has three very strong reasons to hold his demand. *then her stare fell on Sc'orr.*

C - *Though she looked at the Jaridian questioningly, she knew an answer would not be forthcoming - at least not today.* All right, I'll go. *She pouted sullenly and picked up her baby, who stirred and looked at everyone sleepily.* I'm sorry I can't stay longer Naor'rin, but I will be back. 

N: *It was clear now. T'than was watching. Both of them had been watching the entire time. So, somehow, she had a feeling Cadence would not be returning so soon.* I will not be going anywhere. *she attempted to play somewhat, but was unsure of having succeeded.* 

C - *She extended her free arm and hugged her friend and whispered into her ear.* Take care of yourself. I love you and miss you and I know you will be out of here soon and... I am having a baby boy too. We can visit and our children - they will be playmates. 

N: *If one could find a right meaning for irony, it was in Cadence's last words.* I hope so. *she answered back, her hand going over the girl's shoulder for a moment.*

C - *Her string of words was interrupted by a pull on her arm as Sc'orr pulled her towards the door.* Don't be sad... We will talk more about it soon! *Her final words echoed around the corner and suddenly T'than was blocking her view to the room. Sc'orr nodded to her but he looked extremely irritated as he went back toward the main infirmary. Cadence looked perturbed herself.* Why did you make me leave T'than? 

GT: *He said nothing, staring down at her in the most irritating fashion. He looked extremely Taelon in that moment.*

C: *She demanded angrily, readjusting T'lana's weight in her arms.* I was doing just fine until you decided to become a pushy jerk!

GT: I held on long enough. As you said, you were doing just fine. Naor'rin has already admitted that she needs to do what Sc'orr demands. That was your duty here. *he smirked* And I agreed to that alone. *he sounded almost cruel* Congratulations: thanks to you, your Jaridian friend is going to accept Sc'orr and she is going to provide us with a very interesting hybrid child. 

C - You mean like how I am providing you with one? *she growled back, but then her chin began to tremble and her facade of anger was broken as her face crumpled with hurt tears. She turned away from him and ran in the other direction. Why was he being so cruel all of the sudden?

Once out of his sight she went to the exit but two huge guards blocked her path. Sobbing, she ran into a dark and empty examination room, cuddling her baby against her, crying into her soft little shoulder.*

GT: *Angry as he was, he was not so much as he was apprehensive. Having mistreated Chandra and Zara was still not the same as having done it to Naor'rin, simply because, a child had been born. A child who had died. It could wound Cadence's trust in him, and T'than was not about to take risks. His words had been well calculated; she had left, and so had Sc'orr, and everyone was probably too upset to make sure to control his moves.

T'than was free. Free to walk into the cell and have his own conversation with the Jaridian. When he entered, she was still seated on the bed, her face hidden by the many disheveled braids as her forehead was pressed to her bent knees.* You went too far. *he spoke, his voice somber.*

N: *She had ignored the feeling of being watched; of sensing him of all Taelons. Naor'rin's mind had just taken her on a trip several years back... she had thought it a fit of her imagination. But the voice broke her hopes. He was actually there, no less than a ghost made real after a terrible nightmare. Naor'rin raised her head to face him.* She has the right to know, T'than.

GT: *He walked closer.* It is I who decides that... *he did not mean for his voice to sound so irritated.* Remember your place. Your position is precarious. You might have cast a spell over Sc'orr, but my influence is not to be denied.

N: *She smirked bitterly.* I know you. Better than Cadence's heart allows her to. *she pushed herself away from the wall and rose from the bed.* You cannot fool her forever.

GT: *He grinned, evilly.* Ooh, but I can. And I have.

N: Not if what she says is true. For some reason beyond my understanding... she does love you. I do wonder though, if that love would survive if she knew... how weak you can be. If she learns that you have allowed one of your offspring to die.

GT: That child... *he appeared perfectly calm.* was doomed from the very beginning.

N: She was... *the Jaridian came closer to the barrier. Its thickness was the only thing separating them.* Because you chose to ignore her existence. Because you were too proud to admit to your sin!

GT: *He snorted and looked away* Naor'rin... Jaridians and Taelons are not compatible. I admire Sc'orr's efforts in trying to rescue this child you carry... Assuming a responsibility that is not even his to assume. *he saw the look in her eyes, delighted on the confusion and anger, and knew she was about to spit something when his voice overcame hers.* It is really not in your best interest to challenge me. If ever Cadence comes to see you again, you are not to speak of this issue, understood?

N: *A growl rose from the depths of her throat.* You have the nerve to keep on fooling her in such a manner and still profess to wanting to protect her, T'than?

GT: Do not be so concerned about my life and Cadence's, when yours is still so precarious. *his eyes bore a devilish purpose* If by any chance your venomous words injure what I have with her... know that I will answer back ten fold. *he raised his chin* I have once seen a Taelon/Jaridian hybrid die... it did not hurt so much that I cannot bear to witness it again...

N: *Anger made her shudder all over. She wanted to strike, lash out, scream and strangle him with her bare hands... but she knew she couldn't, and it wasn't just because of the barrier. There were other things to consider, like friendship, and a future for her child. Suddenly, she felt all the weight of her condition collapse on her shoulders; and then pressure was back to her temples, making her feel dizzy. T'than's voice thundered in her eardrums when it echoed again.* 

GT: I am glad we have reached an understanding. *he turned his back, but stopped halfway to the exit to speak over his shoulder.* And, do follow the others advise and rest. You do look... *his sharp sight spotted something: blood. A tiny black droplet sliding down her ear to her jaw...* ...taxed. *he threw her a little smirk and then walked out of the room. She had possibly less time than any of them assumed...*

N: *She stared at the door until he had been gone for several minutes. Despite all his anger and his evil intentions, Naor'rin has sensed fear. He was truly afraid of losing Cadence. And both she and her baby girl looked positively radiant with health and joy. It was strange that someone like T'than could provide for them so completely. 

With a sigh and a slump of her shoulders, she rolled on her feet and walked to the bed. She was about to lie down when in all the blueness of her room, she spotted a little bundle of fur. In Sc'orr's hurry, Cadence had left something behind. Naor'rin reached for the tiny bear as she sat down on the mattress. Now that T'than was gone, her headache was not so unbearable. Slowly, she lay down, holding the stuffed toy closely to her. She looked down at it. It smelled sweetly, like baby's skin. It was not so difficult to imagine its owner, to recall the happy little noises...

And wonder: would she hear those again if ever her secret and T'than's was unleashed?*
Book Sixteen
Part Seven
Awakening To Reality
*Jor'rel made sure that the look of worry he had been wearing for the past hour was erased from his face by the time Nurse Jenny Madden escorted the Jaridian woman into the room.* Good Morning Naor'rin, *he said pleasantly, gesturing for her to sit on the table.*

N: *It had been another sleepless night. The few times she had closed her eyes, her mind was assaulted with vivid images. She had much to think of; it seemed her anger was no longer her protector but rather, her foe. It clouded her reasoning and wore her out. For that same reason, she had begun to accept routine and save her strength for when it was truly needed. And soon it would be direly needed! She greeted the healer with a small nod and did as his gesture suggested.*

Jor: How was your visit with our other young mother-to-be?*His tone was pleasant, his smile warm as he listened to her speak while moving a scanning device over her body. She seemed to trust him enough now to no longer be alarmed by his examinations of her which he had been almost daily over the past week.*

N: Short... but productive. *her tone was distant though, as if she were unsure whether to let emotions transpire into her voice and her face.* She appeared well, and so did her child. T'lana seems very healthy *that was the hardest part to say. The Jaridian could not help but feel a hint of envy* A perfect baby girl.

Jor: Indeed, T'lana is a beautiful child - so happy. I am gratified that this visit could finally be arranged. *He lifted her long braids away from her right ear, pressing his fingers over her temple, behind her ear and under it. From what Jenny had told him, it was clear that her CVI was breaking down, and if not removed soon, it would surely kill her.* Cadence has her moments; she is rather... spirited however, I believe her to be amazingly well-adjusted considering the changes in her life over the last fourteen months or so. 

N: Yes, considering... her choice of a mate. *she was looking ahead, into the distance.*

Jor: Indeed. Aside from an ongoing wariness of others which T'than carefully cultivates, I believe that she is very happy. But it is fragile still - a new flower just budding that could be easily destroyed before it has a chance to truly bloom and become strong. *He was shining a bright light into her eyes now. He replaced that with the light of his own eyes as he looked at her intently. He too had been listening to the conversation in her room earlier about her dead child.* I would prefer to nurture such a garden, for even the destruction of a single flower would harm those that are nearby and dependent on it. *He took her hand and squeezed it, his large blue eyes blinking slowly.* Only you can make the choice of what you will do ultimately...

N: *She knew what he was talking about; it was not hard to assume he too had heard it all. She lowered her eyes, breaking eye contact, but her expression bore bitterness. That knowledge of T'than's past was her only advantage over them. She had to ponder though, if Cadence's ignorance would be bliss... or forever a curse, because she would be made to live her love based on a lie. And not just a tiny lie... a lie that suffocated a truth that could indeed change her life.*

Jor: *He picked up other medical instruments, continuing as though his previous words had never been spoken.* How have you been feeling of late? Sc'orr has mentioned that you are not sleeping. Is there something that I could offer to make you more comfortable? I could suggest some exercises in meditation...

N: Perhaps you have enough of a clear conscience to rest Jor'rel... *she grunted.* Meditation has worn out its usefulness. *in fact, she could not concentrate at all, no matter how hard she tried. Her own thoughts eluded her command, stubbornly popping out when she least needed them.*

Jor: I see. Very well, but it is imperative that you rest; your vital signs are already showing signs of stress; certain chemical imbalances are occurring in your body that must not continue.

N: *She let out a weary breath. She would rest, if she could...*

Jor: Have you been experiencing headaches?

N: You yourself are aware that I have not been having much rest. I am somewhat weary. *but yes, the headaches were present. Mild though they could be at times, there were other times when they stole her balance and almost her sight.* They are hardly unbearable.

Jor: *He knew what her answer would be but it was alarming to hear it nonetheless. Headaches meant that breakdown was imminent! If Sc'orr could not lead her back the final steps of the way... she would never make it back at all. The dead do not recover.

Motioning for Jenny to step forward he watched as she rubbed a sterile solution over Naor'rin's upper arm and then he stepped forward with a syringe.*

N: *She had reacted instantly upon seeing the syringe. Naor'rin had felt the sting of a Taelon needle other times, and none of them had left a pleasant feeling. Jor'rel has been careless enough to come too close - he was to relaxed. It was not difficult at all for her to jump to the floor and hold the Taelon by the throat; her slim fingers were long enough to get a firm grip, though her Shaquarava was still unresponsive.*

Jenny: Naor'rin no! *she cried, trying to pull her back.* Please...do not hurt him! *There was something more than employee concern for her boss in her wide brown eyes.* Please don't. Jor'rel would never harm you - you have my promise on that!

N: A human's promise to save a Taelon's life? *she looked down at the healer whose weight was on his toes.* Not much of an incentive... *the Jaridian turned to face the human girl, and for a moment... it was Cadence standing there, begging her not to kill T'than. There was a pang of pain in her head; Naor'rin felt her strength abandon her momentarily and she loosened her grip on the healer's neck, stepping backwards to lean to the stretcher.*

Jor: *He rubbed his neck, secretly making sure there was no damage and instantly affected his normal, comforting appearance.* I am well Miss Madden, *his look conveyed more than words.* Please check and see if Sc'orr has arrived.

Jen: But she...

Jor: It was merely a misunderstanding; I should have explained to Naor'rin that this is nothing but a mild pain reliever... so she will be comfortable during her visit today. *He went to the nurse and gave her a reassuring smile.* Go. I will be fine. *The girl nodded once and left the room. Returning to his patient he showed her the small vial tipped with its silver needle.* May I?

N: *She had to ask herself: did it really matter what it contained? If a mild tranquilizer, or something to help break her spirit... the result of her visit would be the same. Maybe easier on account of the contents of that vial. Naor'rin hauled herself up and sat back on the stretcher, answering his question by simply offering her arm.*

Jor: *He found her bicep and injected it with the clear liquid.* There, that was not so bad now, was it? *Touching her temple again and applying pressure he asked.* How do you feel now? The medication should work instantly.

N: *It was true. The liquid was cold as it streamed through her body; but it brought with it a great sense of relief. It almost seemed easier to breathe, and now that the headaches were gone... she realised they were constant - all the time and that she had gotten so used to the pain, she had began to disregard it.* It is better. 

Jor: Excellent. *He placed his hands behind his back.* So tell me... Your visits with Sc'orr, how have they made you feel, physically and mentally?

N: *She looked over the healer's shoulder, at the exit the human girl had just gone though.* Interesting... *it almost seemed as though she was answering his question.* How does she make you feel, mentally and physically? She appears... attached to you. *she did not add the vice versa, but it had been quite clear.*

Jor: Miss Madden - she is an extremely capable assistant. I am fortunate to have one such as her in our employ.

N: Yes, she appears quite capable *her eyes finally turned from the door, to him. His neck was still revealing the marks of her fingers* And her devotion, quite bewildering. I could have easily killed her, yet, she stepped in my way to plead for your life...

Jor: *It was impossible to maintain his casual expression as she continued and so he gave up.* Yes, *he replied quietly,* I am aware of her feelings for me. *His eyes rose to meet hers.* They are... reciprocated...*The door was waved open - Jenny had returned, with Sc'orr and Jor'rel quickly turned away from her to greet them, relieved...*

N: *Whatever leverage she had felt by spiking Jor'rel, it was gone now. Sc'orr was there. Her heart sank, and it seemed to ache despite the fluid running in her veins. She discovered she could not sustain his stare, but she remained seated, patiently.*

Jor: We shall leave you two on your own now - Sc'orr has a small surprise for you.

Sc: *Once they were alone he tilted his head, offering the barest hint of a grin.* He was being truthful, I do have a surprise. 

N: I am never certain what to think of a Taelon's notion of... *she finally rose her eyes to meet his* ...surprise.

Sc: See for yourself. *He set down a small tripod and it opened to create a portable portal.* We are leaving the infirmary for a while...

 N: *She let her legs slide down the stretcher and she stood before him. Her confusion was printed in her eyes; there was apprehension but also curiosity as well.* Where are we going? *suddenly, the infirmary appeared almost friendly and safe; if only because she knew it; knew what could come from being in that space. But as with the syringe whose contents she did not know, it really made very little difference where he was taking her when she already knew towards what.* 

Sc: Shall I tell you and waste precious time, or will you allow your eyes to present you with the answers once we arrive? 

N: *She checked to see if Jor'rel and his pet were truly gone.* Jor'rel's pe… *she was about to say pet, when she decided to make a quick correction.* assistant, was supposed to have taken me to the shower room. *she spent way too much time locked up. It was almost worse than heavy exercise; all her muscles felt stiff.*

Sc: Your hair looks fine, and as for a shower, I believe that the facilities where we are going will please you far more than they do here. 

N: *She turned again to face him, her brow arched somewhat. He was enjoying the suspense and the fact that she was completely in the dark. *

Sc: Oh but, before we leave, you must put this on; your thin gown will not suffice at all. *He rather enjoyed her expression when he gave her a long cloak made of a thick and woolly material. He helped her drape the heavy garment over her shoulders.* Tie it securely please. And step into these. Your feet will need the protection. *Another confused and extremely amusing look from her as he offered a pair of fur-lined boots.* Good. 

N: Good? *she stopped to admire herself. Jaridians usually suffered from high fever. Their body temperatures were counter-indicative of such warm clothing.* What will I need these for, except to make a fool of myself? *though the clothes were very comfortable and had a certain style to them.*

Sc: It pleases me to know that you are confused; your attempts to always have the upper hand in every situation have made me feel rather, *grin,* competitive to do the same. *The portal began to hum and he took her hand without asking.* Come...

N: *He pulled her forward into the window of light that was the ID vortex. For a moment it almost seemed like she was still seeing the interior of the Taelon ship: hues of blue and purple, twisted and torn by a sick erratic mind.*

Sc: *The swirling vortex freed them from its embrace; colors were replaced by white - blinding, blowing white! The Taelon was unaffected by the extreme cold but he had to shout over the wind.* Do NOT let go of my hand Naor'rin; you would die within minutes in this cold. This storm is nothing; this is the mild season! *He lifted the cloak's hood over her head and pulled her along. The snow was knee-deep, making every step arduous.*

N: *She looked around herself, but it was hard to make out more than a few meters around them. Naor'rin felt the sting of cold hitting her in the face as the flakes collided with her skin and melted down against her heat. She had a feeling that even if she managed to see more... she would only witness more of the same whiteness.* Are you insane? *she had no idea where she was; only that there was no other choice but to follow him.*

Sc: Have a little more faith in me Naor'rin, *he shouted over the howl. White dunes rolled on forever under a dim and faraway sun but then the white expanse before them was revealed to be the wall of a mountain that was so high that its summit could not be seen from the ground. The Taelon pressed his palm against it and at once there was a slim opening. Rock solidified behind them once they stepped into the tunnel. While still very cold, at least it was quiet - the sound of the wind totally gone.*

N: *She shook her cape to be rid of the accumulated snow and threw the hood backwards. The boots actually made sense now. Her feet were warm and comfortable, shielded from the cold bite of snow. But the place where she stood now, still made very little sense to her mind.* This place... it is quite inhospitable to the body, and to the eye. *despite the darkness, her sensitive eyes could easily make out a long tunnel into the core of the mountain.*

Sc: I agree - visually it is unappealing but never forget that looks can be deceiving.

N: How can I? *she wiped her face with the back of her hand. It was wet from all the melted snow.* All I need do is look upon your face to be reminded. You too once seemed to be one person, only to be revealed quite another. *her words had the desired effect. She looked forward again.* Why are we here?

Sc: *Her statements stung him to his very center and he looked down, gathering the pain within him and pushing it to a far corner of his soul. Then he looked up wryly.* As a Jaridian, you must feel stifled in such small quarters with no way to exercise. I offer such to you now; we have a long walk ahead of us and take care - some of the stones are slick and uneven to the step.

N: *If only she had a clue of where she was, or of how to leave... it would be Sc'orr who would have lost his step.* You seem to know the premises. Lead the way… 

Sc: *They had walked in almost total silence for over an hour but he knew her patience was waning.* A few moments more and I promise that all will be revealed. Have you lost your taste for activity? *The question was more of a taunt.*

N: No... but I have no taste for the company. *and he had been right. The floor was tricky, but so far, easy to walk on.*

Sc: *Finally there was a precipice that was high enough that he had concerns that she might fall. Jumping down with the grace of a cat he turned, lifting his hands to her.* It is slippery; I will not risk you falling in your condition.

N: *She looked around with her eyes, for a safe space to jump and land on. But there seemed to be none.*

Sc: *She knelt and he took her under her arms and lifted her down. For a moment he could feel her warmth through the cloak. Her lips were so close to his...blissfully close...*

 N: *Even if their bodies were close – a little too close for comfort – the look in her eyes kept him at bay.* Thank you... *she whispered, acidly.*

Sc: There - the walk is easy now, *he said, pulling back from her and turning. The temperature increased steadily as they ventured downward. Another two hours and she had shed the cloak and boots, walking alongside him in just her medical gown. Her perspiration made the garment cling to her and his eyes were drawn to her like a magnet.*

N: *She was becoming weary. For the first time she realized how weakened she had become from lack of food, as well as rest. The sudden heat also made her somewhat lightheaded. It was most uncomfortable.* Is there no end to this path towards hell?

Sc: *They turned another corner; it was a dead end - nothing but a rock wall.*

N: *She could not believe what her eyes were seeing... because they were seeing absolutely nothing.* I am forced to reinstate my opinion... you have gone mad! Even for a Taelon's twisted sense of humor, this would fail bluntly. I have followed you around like a dog, for this? *suddenly, she straightened up and stepped away from him. What if... he meant to simply get rid of her?*

Sc: *He was patient through her entire tirade. It was not much of a prize for a blizzard and then over three hours of walking.*

N: Unless, you were merely seeking the cowardly way out.

Sc: Are you finished? *he asked, annoyingly calm.* Good. *He laid his hand flat against the wall and it vanished.* Behold, your bathing facility. I do hope it meets with your requirements... *The walls of the huge cavern sparkled endlessly in the pale light as if they were coated with diamond dust. A vaguely circular pool bubbled softly in the center of the chamber, water flowing in from multiple vents that led into the pool on all sides. The ceiling was so high that it was cloaked behind the humid mist which hung in every corner, shielding small coves and outcroppings, giving the place a surreal effect.*

N: *It was all quite unbelievable... and quite luxurious in its very own natural way. The sight, more than his words, had silenced her. The mere sound of the water woke in her a sudden need to drink... and achieve the kind of relief that only a long bath could give.

Naor'rin tried to act resigned and exasperated as she followed him into the chamber, her sparkly green eyes matched in beauty by the gleam of the crystalline waters. The place was quite ethereal.*

Sc: *Sc'orr led her to the edge of the water and they knelt down on what looked and felt like a deep red sponge. The air appeared to sparkle here and there, almost like the walls but it was really the tiniest insects, like fireflies, forever making their way around the room. He took her chin gently in his fingers and made her look at him.* So tell me... was it worth the effort?

N: *He caught the look of awe in her face when he turned it to him. But it was quickly replaced by the usual hostility she displayed.* It is quite beautiful. But you think very little of me if you believe this will bear an influence in my mood.

Sc: What do you mean?

N: *Her eyes sparkled just a little more than the insects that rode on the air.* I know why we are here. And I do not even care about this place you chose to celebrate your victory. I just... *she sighed and pulled her chin from his fingers, looking down into the waters.* I have agreed to do what I must for the right to see my child into this world... maybe watch him grow, even if from a distance. There is not room in my mind for romance… *she reached out for the water, suddenly feeling the need to wet her tightening throat.* It is hard already to convince myself into doing this.

Sc: You need not do anything except enjoy this place. *The melancholy in his voice seemed an affront to the beauty of their surroundings. He rested back on his elbows, bending one knee slightly so the bottom of his boot sunk down into the spongy mat. He made an effort not to look at her in a way she might take offense to, which meant not looking at her at all essentially. It seemed he could not say or do anything that would cool the flames of her anger.* I knew you were feeling stifled in the infirmary; I thought this place would offer you freedom from it for a time.

N: Freedom is a rather utopian concept. *she whispered. Her eyes were fixed on the distorted reflection of herself on the rippling waters. It was rather tempting to slide into the pool. The water was fresh against her fingers as she traced its surface, testily.* Is it safe? *she asked, somewhat aloof.*

Sc: Yes, you will find the water most comfortable to bathe in; this chamber sits above a volcanic vent. The water flowing in from outside, while no longer icy, is cooler and will quench your thirst. *He pointed to the small inlets where the water was white and bubbly at the farthest ends of the pool.*

N: You appear to know a lot about this place. *she looked over her shoulder at him. He looked... serene. Naor'rin, on the other hand was rather nervous and obviously confused. Why hadn't he done anything to achieve his goal. He could have attacked her any time he wanted. She knew he was stronger than she was, that he could force her just like he had the last time. The Jaridian turned away from him quickly, casting away her thoughts and focused on the far end of the pool.* Where are we? This is obviously not on Earth, or any planet I know. I do not recognize these species... *she ran her long fingers over the spongy plants on which they lay.*

Sc: We are on a small planetoid. It floats unnoticed at the edges of Taelon/Jaridian space, which is what made it such an advantageous listening post during the wars. Now of course...there are no longer any living planets to monitor; the region is dead. *His eyes were lost in the mists hanging over them.* Later, it was relegated to anonymity - forgotten... and that is why I was sent here.

N: *She moved on the grass; sitting on her ankles was becoming somewhat uncomfortable, so she sat with her knees to her chest. Naor'rin remained silent for a moment, digesting his words, then she turned to him, questioningly.* 

Sc: *He felt her eyes on him now and he requited her gaze.* This is the place of my exile.

N: *She had almost forgotten that story... that he had been an outcast for the most part of his life. The Jaridian woman knew well the weight of aloneness.* I see... 

Sc: When I arrived onboard this ship a year-and-a-half ago, you were one of the first new sights my eyes beheld in centuries. This chamber offered me peace during that time. I hope that its whispering mists and bubbling waters will soothe your spirit...as they did mine. *He averted his eyes from her politely.* Please do not allow the musings of an old Taelon delay you from your bath...

N: You are right, for once. *she noticed she had been staring for too long, and turned away, sharply. She couldn't allow his story, however sad it was, to cloud her reasoning. Nothing could atone for what he had done! But in truth... his words... his tone… but most of all, his eyes, had pierced deeper than she should have allowed them too. It was to get away from that notion that she rose from where she sat and moved away, carefully pacing the slippery rocks on the pond's shore.*

Sc: *Her shadow played over the walls as she moved - distorted on the rocks - but still enough to make the energy in his system flow quickly but instead of the pleasant tingle he usually associated with it, it only brought a painful sadness.*

N: *Naor'rin spotted a narrow ledge that submerged slowly into the waters. It was perfect to enter the pool. And she did, carefully, at first dipping her toes to try the temperature. He was right, it was cold but extremely soothing. She walked in, thankful for the blissful relief the water provided. It felt incredible; the cleaning of her body seemed to help clear her mind of the knowledge that he was there, probably watching...*

Sc: *He finally turned back. Only her head and shoulders were above the water. She was working at undoing the many braids in her hair. Risking her violent reaction, Sc'orr slid into the water, jumpsuit and all and came up behind her.* Allow me to help you... please? 

N: *She could have swam away, but Naor'rin held her ground. The braids closer to her forehead lay disheveled, turned into locks of a hundred tiny waves that floated around her on the water. It was instinctive: her body tensed up when it felt his touch but she took a deep breath and forced herself to relax, offering an acquiescent nod.*

Sc: *He took one into his graceful fingers and, faster than she, had worked the swatches of hair apart, running his fingers through it all the way over her scalp until only waves of loose hair remained. He then began working on another... and another.* I have always loved your appearance when you wear your hair loose. Are the braids a tradition with your people?

N: They are. There are different manners in which we wear them... *the methodical work of unbraiding her long hair helped diminish the discomfort of his presence.* depending on the level the warrior has achieved and the caste she belongs to.

Sc: Please elaborate, *he asked inquisitively.*

N:  Mine is braided accordingly to the elite of the Dagda caste. *all the hair that framed her face was free. The waviness of the locks gave her a childish look. He was nearly done with the last braid; she could watch his face from the reflection on the water. It looked... almost tormented. It was the same expression she had seen on his face the night when she had visited him in his quarters... the night when she had... the night that would end her relationship with Zo'or and send her down a long, tortuous path.*

Sc: Oh, I see. *He coiled a lock around one of his fingers and then let it go, watching it twirl and snap away to float in the water. That same finger caressed her shoulder, chasing a droplet of water back into the pool.*

N: *Another deep breath... she felt the urge to run, but for some reason, decided to mask her fear by simply diving into the waters, only to reaper from their darkness closer to the bubbling mist. It shielded her from his sight, but allowed her to see him perfectly. Sc'orr had not moved an inch. But he was looking her way. Naor'rin knew he could still see her, and that the Taelon was aware that she was watching him.

She had run away to ponder. And to gather her wits. She knew what had to happen. She felt her child's need. It was never too far away whenever she closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind. There he was, her son, his tiny thoughts. He had bonded them closer last time they had shared, and he struggled to survive. Once she had believed he had been betraying her... now, Naor'rin realized that as a mother, she had been the one to betray him. And that could go on no more.*

Sc: *She had dove away at his merest touch; perhaps he had been wrong to bring her here.* Naor'rin? *the syllables were soft around the edges, muffled by the mist that became heavier as her movements stirred the fragrant air.* I shall retreat for a time...to give you the privacy you wish...

N: *Slowly, she slid further away into the mist. She could not see him anymore, but from the ripples in the waters she could tell she was the only one moving. It took her a few more minutes of reclusion, but when her dark silhouette was drawn against the white mist, there was a change. A change easily noticeable when the dim light finally met no obstacles and hit her copper skin. She had abandoned her clothes. The only thing shielding her body from his sight were the waters and the black tendrils of hair that glued to her chest.*

Sc: *His leaving was halted when the veils of white parted to reveal her; she looked like a fairy nymph and Sc'orr thought that even during his worst times of loneliness that his mind had not envisioned anything as beautiful as she. Stepping forward he rested his hands on her shoulders and then suddenly withdrew them.* No, *he whispered in a trembling voice and looking right down into her green eyes.* You... do not wish this, and I... I will not force you.

N: What? *the look on her face was of obvious confusion. She was ready – though terrified – to accept him, for that meant energy that her child needed to survive.* But... I need this! *but she had a feeling he had not even heard her. For some strange reason, he looked even more distraught than she was.*

Sc: We will go to Jor'rel and tell him that he must find another way for you to nourish your child. I do not care how painful it might be; I will undergo any procedure so he may procure what you need.

N: I... *what was this game that he was playing with her?* You can't do this! *she reached out to his shoulder* Please... 

Sc: *He had turned away, but when he felt her touch he looked over his shoulder, his eyes alight with his need, with his anger, with his hate of the entire damnable situation!* Please do not make this more difficult than it already is!

N: Sc'orr, I accept you. I accept to receive your energy, even if that means my total submission. *she looked extremely fragile, but also, resolute. It was like they had inverted roles for a moment.* I thought this was what you wanted me to do! Why do you turn away?

Sc: You torment me with your voice, your touch, your breasts... you!

N: I torment you?!  *she let her hand slide down his shoulder.* What kind of sick game is this? You stand there, all righteousness, denying me the nourishment my child needs. You play with my mind, force me into making this decision, only to turn me down? *there were tears nearly streaming from her eyes.* You were not so concerned if I wished it or not last time!

Sc: *Water splashed against her sharply as he turned on her, his face devoid of civil expression.* If I am a rapist then explain why I have not simply taken what I wanted! 

N: *The anger in her face was nearly wiped out by her growing fear, but she went on. If that was what it took, so be it!* I have long given up on trying to make sense of your evil games!

Sc: *Lunging forward he pushed her through the water up against a near wall of rock that was covered with fuzzy moss of gold and red.* This is no game! If it were I would force you, and I would enjoy it! *He crushed his lips against hers, her body with his, and his hand cupped her breast and squeezed it and he moaned into her mouth.* Like this! 

N: *It was all coming back to her. But this time, Naor'rin did not fight. Not his violent assault, nor the memories. Her grief was evident and she had closed her eyes, trying to keep herself from striking back in fear, and keeping in mind this was what had to happen.*

Sc: *His arm was under the water and he pinched at the inside of her thighs making her wince and then he forced them apart, his hardness reaching for her sex under his suit, and he thrust against her.* I would impale you against this rock while you screamed. 

N: *And a scream she heard echoing in the room; though no sound left her parted lips, except for the gasps of her heavy breathing.*

Sc: *As suddenly as he had advanced he shoved her away and retreated.* And then I would leave you to DIE with a child I could not possibly have wanted if I had desecrated you in such a way! 

N: *She was left lying on the rock, shaking.* What do you want from me? *she felt naked; truly naked. It was not merely her skin that was completely revealed.* Please! Say it! You know I would do anything... anything to save my child... to hold it in my arms. *her hand reached out for Sc'orr but she let it drop, thinking better of touching him. He looked... about to explode. All the turmoil was merely pent-up.* Don't take that from me... Sc'orr... just name your price... *those last words sounded as though she had used the last of her strength to utter them.*

Sc: *He shook his head, making an angry noise but finally, he spoke.* The children of Earth, they have a tradition of wishing on stars for their fondest dreams to come true...*His voice was soft, but a monotone, devoid of the anger and passion from before.* Each night I look out of my window I am blessed with a treasure trove of stars and if I were to make a wish upon one, I would wish to be able to repair what was done to you. I would wish to have loved you so that the child in your womb would be mine, for me to nourish and then to cherish.

N: What… *his attack had brought the memories too close to the surface, and it appeared that despite Jor'rel's injection, the headache was back, stronger than ever. He had to be jesting... she knew he had to be jesting!* This child is yo... *she was about to shout the remainder of the word, when she halted, as if struck by lightening. A shadow fell over her features, and in a strange fashion, her arms went about her chest as if she were struggling to break free from something that was suffocating her. Naor'rin was looking at him, but her eyes were empty...* 

Sc: *He saw it in her eyes first - the fluttering lashes, the tears forming in the corners and again he lunged but not to molest her, though his voice was filled with its former passion.* Yes yes think! THINK of the night of your rape!

N: *She saw the face again, the evil, and closed her eyes as if that prevented her from seeing it again.* No! *both her hands were at her temples, pressing, wanting to crush those thoughts, those images that violated her beliefs so cruelly.* It hurts! 

Sc: You cannot avoid it Naor'rin - think back on what happened. Look deeply into the images no matter how unpleasant and tell me what you see... WHO you see!

N: I see... *two faces; two ghosts... and she felt pain, blinding... deep; pain in that part of her that no medicine could assist.* 

Sc: Tell me...*His fingers were digging into her frail shoulders.* 

N: No! Stop this! STOP!!! *but she could see... that last image... that face... and her mind worked backwards on all the events, replacing Sc'orr's image with another’s.*

Sc: Tell me! Say his name!

N: *She could not! It echoed in her mind, times and times again! And she heard his voice now; all the cruelty in it lacerating her.*

Sc: *He shook her violently* Say his name! Say the name of your rapist!

N: *It was hard to breathe; ooh, so hard! Naor'rin was long past knowing where she was, and who was there with her. There was only a voice, demanding! Behind her lids, the images played, a terrible theatre of lies and deceit, focused on the main character: her suffering, for his pleasure. All she had seen... all of it...* No, can't be... not... not him...

Sc: *He grabbed her face and held it in his hands tightly, making her horrified eyes look into his.* Say it Naor'rin! Tell me his name! Tell me the name of the father of your child!

N: *Tears flowed from her eyes as freely as the cold water did from the rocky walls. 

Those eyes... those cold blue eyes... staring into hers... boring so deeply… too deeply!*

Sc: Sha'bra! *He cried against her silence; the voice of Reason that usually guided him had vanished. It would have told him to tread carefully - to not push Naor'rin this far. But hurt and sorrow spoke louder - twin voices that might very well sing the dirge of her doom.* Say the name that you know and have always known because it sears itself on the fabric of your soul making you hate so deeply that you have forgotten what it means to love!

N: *At last the sound built in her throat, and it exploded in a heart-wrenching scream.* ZO’OR!!! *barely had the sound faded, when something seemed to break inside of her. Her thoughts shattered, enveloped by velvety darkness. Just as the name had risen from the depths of her throat, it died away, as she fell silent... unconscious into Sc'orr's arms.*

Sc: I am sorry, *he whispered to her limp form,* truly sorry. I should have been stronger....*His words became a gasp when he went to caress her and he saw that his hand was covered in her blood; her turmoil had brought about the destruction of her CVI...

~*~

Jor'rel: What were you thinking Sc'orr, to make her remember it all before she was ready? I thought we had an understanding that treatment would follow the path I outlined to you. *The healer stood with his arms folded, glaring at Sc'orr over the table where Naor'rin lay, her body attached to monitoring devices.*

Sc: I realize that, but you were not there. The situation has not always followed that of a textbook.

Jor: You allowed your personal feelings to interfere with what was best for Naor'rin and now...I do not know if I can save her.

Sc: You must!

Jor: I will try. Now go and let me work.

Sc: *He turned away and stepped into the small office adjacent to the tiny infirmary and sat down. Rather than carrying Naor'rin all the way back to the surface he had simply portaled to the living area on the small planet and hailed Jor'rel, who had portaled in at once. Time passed slowly, though in the windowless chamber Sc'orr felt like he was trapped in a static bubble where time stopped, leaving him hanging over the precipice of his torment.

Would his love for the Jaridian be the instrument of her destruction?

~*~

N: *Her eyelids trembled, shyly letting in the first ray of light. It hurt, but the blinding whiteness was like a tide, washing away her mind in its passage. Her eyes instinctively closed and she turned her head to the side, giving it another try at awakening into the world. Naor'rin could distinguish a few shapes, her palms were pressed against something soft; her fingers caressed it gently as the feeling spread to make her realise that her entire body was in contact with the same material. There was a presence... her sight was still blurry but her face turned to it. It was too much like the image in her dreams... too much like his face, but another blink brought back more clarity. She knew she was awake, and she knew who was kneeling close to her.*

Sc: Hello Naor'rin... Welcome back... *He tried to quash the relief in his voice as well as the tremor but he could not, so instead he only smiled softly.*

N: *Her eyes turned in their sockets, taking in the sight of her surroundings.*  Where... *her voice sounded rough, and weak, as though she had not spoken in years - though in truth her throat ached from that final effort to shout out his name.*

Sc: We are still on my planet; you were too ill to be returned to the Mothership. *He reached for her hand as she lifted it toward her face.* No no - you must not touch your wound. *He looked at the blue, glowing patch just beneath her chin.* It is covered by a healing matrix; any discomfort you are experiencing should pass soon.

N: *The corners of her lips trembled as they attempted to draw a sad smile.* The pain I feel will not be gone so soon... *but despite the general sluggishness and the increased effort it took to command her body, Naor'rin tested it and tried to get up.*

Sc: You are recovering from surgery, please be still. *His hands were over her shoulders, preventing her from rising.*

N: Surgery? *it all seemed very odd. For all she knew, they were alone, in that same paradise-like cave... there was not a hint of medical material light years away - just a plain room.* How did you do it? *that was the first question that rose in her mind; even before the most important one: why!*

Sc: You have too much faith in my abilities, *he replied, smiling.* I had to summon for Jor'rel when you became ill.

N: *She closed her eyes; her attempt to rise was taking its toll. She felt so weak.* I do not remember... *she whispered.* ...what happened... *it was hard to access her own memories. It felt like she had to break thru brick walls with her mind to reach them.* I only remember being in the pool... with you... *a flash, blinding, and she stopped it at once by opening her eyes and facing Sc'orr again. The sight of his face was her anchor to reality, for even their surroundings appeared to be a product of dreams.* 

Sc: You fainted. *He sat down on the stool next to the bed.* Do you remember that?

N: *Her own voice echoed in her mind, shouting words that made little sense to her at the moment. But she remembered nothing after Sc'orr's speech about her child. But she lied.* No... I remember nothing, not even how we came to be in this place. *a trembling hand reached for her temple* It is so hard to think... what happened to me?

Sc: Naor'rin... you had a CVI - it was breaking down, hence your headaches. We have removed it, but... you are still very weak. Your child draws on your reserves which makes your condition more serious than it would otherwise be.

N: A CVI? *she knew the concept... but had never thought it able to be used on a Jaridian.* How... *but she did not finish her question. Slowly her mind was clearing, and it was quite easy to figure out how... and who had put it there. The reason why was also quite clear: it was sitting next to her. The numbness of her facial expression dissolved in the face of her strong emotions, sadness being the imperative one.*

Sc: *He brushed her long hair off of her face and looked at her tenderly, taking her hand.* It is safe to talk. We are alone. Tell me now, what do you remember?

N: More than I wish I did, Sc'orr. *her free hand travelled over her own body to gently caress her womb.* And the irony of it all is simply too cruel. My memories are still confused. I cannot simply turn off all the emotions that come with them. I am uncertain... as to how much of it was real. *her fingers spidered gently over her womb.* I know my child is real, and that it sprung from Zo'or's seed. And I know... enough to acquit you from all that I accused you of *she moved her head so she could look him deeply in the eyes.* But, I cannot make sense of all the things I saw. Cadence and T'lana... I witnessed their pain, my empathy allowed me to feel it as well, but recent memories contradict all of that. *she swallowed and blinked slowly. Her fingers moved over the skin of his hand, tentatively wanting to feel matter so reality did not slip away again.* And my kind... *a deep breath* I need to know, how much reality was involved in Zo'or's revenge.

Sc: *Several small blushes flickered over his facade as she spoke; she had returned at last, and she no longer believed him to be the perpetrator of her agony. But now she needed answers.* You have been living a lie these past months; no Jaridian is a slave on the Mothership, nor are they objects used for experimentation. 

N: *She let out a sigh of relief; long and deep. She had hoped to hear those words so much!*

Sc: As for... what happened to Cadence, you felt it because it was real - real in your mind that is. The CVI made sure of that. Zo'or had literally only to tell you what you were seeing, and the CVI created the image using bits of your own fears to make it as vivid as possible. 

N: Yes... he did indeed find a way to make nightmares come true. 

Sc: Naor'rin, *he said, taking her small hand into his own.*...the most difficult part of your recovery will not be dealing with reality. It will be learning to banish it. For several months, it *was* your reality, and it is going to take time to push it to the back of your mind but, one day, it will take its place with the nightmares that fade quickly once we open our eyes.

N: No... It will always be alive; my child will be the living proof of Zo'or's cruelty. Despite all I have seen... all he made me feel... 

Sc: Zo'or has the impulsiveness that only comes with youth. I do not think he ever believed that the retribution he meted out to you would return to haunt him...all of us. Would I be correct in assuming that the attack on the ship by your kind came with your assistance? 

N: *She closed her eyes, falling silent for a moment.* Yes. And given all that has transpired, I am unsure if my loss of faith for your species is unjustified. *her eyes opened again, to stare blankly at the faraway ceiling.* I truly loved him, and I could not have been a bigger fool for it. I wanted justice... I wanted my innocence back, and to bury my pain underneath your species corpses seemed like the only way to accomplish that.

Sc: I cannot speak for the others nor do I intend to, but, I do not blame you. Your hand was forced and you reacted and did what you believed you had to. I am just glad that the damage was not worse. But lives were lost, on both sides, and that is always unfortunate.

N: I am not so blinded by hurt that I do not see the inevitability behind my species' attack. *she was still absently playing with his hand* but I can say for certain that the losses would have been worse. In a rather ironic sense, Zo'or helped save many lives on the Jaridian side. If it is as you say, then Ha'thor attacked alone, with very little support that he received from his followers. This means... *and then a smile broke through her lips, honest.* ...that my brother is still alive, and so is his family. *she paused for a moment.* But tell me, what was the outcome of the battle?

Sc: As of right now the situation is serious. I cannot recall a time when the Taelons ever had to flee from the Jaridians like we did during this battle. So far we have not been able to contact Earth or any of the Taelons in the embassies there. It could be merely our great distance from the planet or... their silence could be forced. At this moment, our future is uncertain. 

N: I see... I can tell you what Ha'thor planned to do. I was... very close to him. *she was surprised that despite all, there was no bitterness in her voice. She did not regret the time she had spent with the Jaridian General. However basic the tie that had held them together, at least it had been devoid of hypocrisy. He was passionate, but she also came to know another side to his cruelty, and yes, there had been a time that he had loved her* We planned the attack strategically. Scouts were sent to Earth before you could detect them. It was not so hard to do with a little of my help. They had orders to invade the embassies and strategic human military facilities just as our ships jumped out of ID space. Forget about Earth: it is lost to you. Even if Ha'thor was alone, if he survived, then he must have been quick to call the rest of my species. 

Sc: *He smirked wryly.* Perhaps you should have remained with your people; you might live longer. However...*He leaned in closer, touching her face with his finger.*...I am glad that you are back. 

N: I am still unsure as to which would have been the better... or the easier path for me. Ignorance and rage... or the truth that I am faced with now. *slowly, she moved, this time ignoring his request for her to stay put. She rolled over and rested her head on his lap.* But until a few hours ago, either way led to a dead end. I could not have stayed with my species: both my child and I would have died of deprivation. And even if we had survived... surely all would notice that my son had not grown from Ha'thor's seed. And as your captive, I had nothing left but the faint hope that I would see my child grow behind invisible bars. *she pulled her knees up and lay in a fetal position.* At least now, I can say, I have a future. Thank you for restoring it to me.

Sc: *He petted her absently, looking at her profile as she lay against him.* You are welcome... 

*Back on the Mothership lay the future and possibly an unpleasant one, not only because of the Jaridian problem they had yet to face but also...because Naor'rin might return to Zo'or, despite everything. The child she carried was his after all, and it deserved a father. He found himself wondering if ties of energy and blood would be enough; there had to be love as well. Love was an emotion he had plenty of, and he was more than willing to share it - with her and with her child. The thought of losing her twisted painfully in his soul but he pushed it aside. For now they need do nothing while she recovered, and this place of his lonely exile had become not just a safe haven but also, paradise.*
To Be Continued…

 

 

 

 

