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Book Twenty-Three
Part One

The Return

Sc: *Red lights flashed like an anxious heartbeat on the bridge. Sc'orr spoke softly in his native tongue to his associates, the conversation sounding serene, if not for the urgency in their muted whispers, as well as the sharpness of their hand gestures. Ti'el concentrated on his monitoring of the multilayered communications streams, and thus he did not notice when T'than marched through the entrance. Sc'orr and Do'quar however, had arched their brows in a nearly identical fashion.* T'than, *he said, noting that the leader looked even more gray in person than he had via stream. Even his black uniform had a dullness to it.*...are you well? 

 

GT: *Was he well? That was a rather foolish question to pose. Regardless of his visible weariness - solely the responsibility of his extracurricular affairs - he could not hold the stress at bay. Inside, T'than was seething. Not five minutes ago he had been submerged in passion. It was a difficult plug to pull and simply slide back into his robotic self. But the situation, albeit fearsome, demanded it. Through Sc'orr's words though, T'than learned how miserably he failed in his attempt to hide it all.* The time is not for such questions. *indeed, the general was rather hoping he would receive answers instead.*

Sc: I apologize for my unwanted inquiries. We have become accustomed to your exceptional promptness, thus it was noticed when you were delayed in your arrival. As your executive officer it is my duty to ascertain if the leader is unwell, or in need of assistance.

 

GT: It appears, it is not I who requires assistance. *he walked past Do'quar. Sc'orr's inquisitive face was enough to bear. Of course they were all correct: he had been late. And in this situation, time was critical. He could have failed them all! The shadow of incompetence gnawed at his core like a hungry beast.* What is our status?

Sc: Thirty minutes ago we intercepted a voice-only communication from the Praktar, a Jaridian cruiser under the command of their own resistance force - those who oppose the occupation of Earth. Someone I assume to be their commander has requested that we exit interdimensional space so they can rendezvous with us at coordinates they provided. They also claim to carry members of the blue colony who they say they rescued from the Mothership.

 

Do'quar: *He stood behind with Ti'el, who kept his attention on the console. Neither of them could avoid the inquisitive - even accusatory - look at the Taelon General. He was, for lack of better word, becoming soft.*

 

GT: What of our ship? *that question carried a vain hope. T'than knew its rhetorical nature was nearly foolish, still, he could not help but utter it. Hope was something he had learned from Cadence, and it was now deeply rooted in him.* Why is the Blue Colony not with them?

Sc: *He looked away for a moment, and then back* According to them, that colony has been...destroyed.

 

GT: *The old grimace returned to his face, which allied with his visible weariness made T'than look much older than the others in the room. He felt like hitting something in a fit on angry desperation. But the time was for reason, and his training was quick to show its fruits.* Any mention as to survivors?

Sc: No specifics were given as to how many survivors they have, or who is among them. *No one had to tell him that T'than was wondering about the four Taelons who led that colony; the question was on his mind too.* T'than, what are your orders? Do you wish to exit the interdimensional flume and allow them to catch up to us? The Jaridians say that their ship is heavily damaged from the battle and that they have nearly exhausted their fuel supply.

 

GT: *He did not answer and instead gazed ahead. His silence betrayed his heavy thinking. Ti'el's words echoed in the room and it was as though the Taelon had just read his mind.*

Ti'el: It could be a trap, *he said quietly, his light blue eyes unusually weighted with worry.* The transmission was vague at best. It could be an inventive ploy by our enemy: to simply ask us to slow down, double back on our path and come to them so they can destroy us.

 

GT: *He nodded. His eyes glistened with old hatred* It is in the Jaridians' nature to be calculative, although they do prefer an open battle.

Sc: *His eyes moved from the console where his friend and advisor stood, back to T'than.* Ti'el makes a valid point, however, if they were being truthful, by not turning back we would be condemning everyone on that ship to a slow and cold death in space.

 

GT: And by answering, I might well be condemning everyone on this ship as well. Given past events, I am not inclined to put the colony in jeopardy for the sake of the Jaridians... And any Taelon survivor, if taken prisoner, would no doubt prefer his own end than to see the greater good be compromised.  

Do: I agree. But perhaps there is a way to establish a new communication. Despite the rather unorthodox situation, I am not against rescuing our brethren. The gene pool would suffer a severe blow if we shun them. It is scarce as we stand. I fear for the viability of this new race if we do not act.

 

GT: Considering, of course, that there are even enough survivors to back up that reasoning, it would not justify our wasting precious energy, and more importantly, our safety, to risk a gathering with the Jaridians. I believe what they mean by lack of energy and severe damage to their ship is in fact their inability to find us. *He was pacing back and forth, both hands locked tightly behind his back. The frown was constant on his otherwise unwrinkled face.* The answer is simple: A shuttle must go to meet them. As soon as we receive a report from the envoy, we shall make our final decision. In the meantime, it is wise to prepare for battle. *he turned to Ti'el, who had the ship's controls for the moment.* Seek refuge within the closest sun's magnetic field, and charge all weapons. The matter now is to decide... *he looked at the other Taelons* ...who shall go.

~*~

*Though T'than had protested, Ti'el and Do'quar had sided with Sc'orr that the life of their leader was too valuable to risk on what could be a dangerous, and possibly deadly, mission.

And so Sc'orr had decided to embark on his own in a shuttle, with a small contingent of volunteers. The Taelons were too few in number to risk any more than one, and even one would be an extreme loss...if anything happened. He had not alerted Naor'rin either, and now, as bright streaks of ID space whizzed by him he thought about his mate - his pregnant mate. Would he see her again? Would he see their child who had yet to enter the world? She would be so angry if she knew what he was doing. She would be frightened for him if she had been able to see his shuttle exit into normal space, so small against the Jaridian ship that waited, floating like a great leviathan, its cannons looming before him. But they were dark and cold; the damage to the great ship was evident - her gray skin charred and peeled back in far too many places.

The Blue Colony had put up an admirable fight before it had been destroyed, and Sc'orr was now certain beyond a doubt that it had been.

The docking bay's blast doors were gone, and no stabilization field came on, nor were there any guidance lights to lead him. Taking the controls from the volunteer the Taelon manually piloted the ship past piles of blackened debris that littered the ground. The once great ship resonated with death. It was, an empty shell.*

~*~

*The old Taelon sat in silence, his small ship once more enveloped in the ID vortex, the Jaridian shuttle - the only ship salvaged from the Praktar - held in tow behind them on a journey they could not take on their own with their technology. Within it were the survivors.

Indeed the mission had been a success; the Jaridians had been truthful. Sc'orr had expected to be met by a battalion of wary Jaridian troops, but instead he had made his way to the bridge, following one lone soldier who was not wary; he was weary.

After taking a brief account from the commander of the vessel he told them to gather just what they could carry and prepare to leave. The great ship obeyed its self-destruct order seconds after the two shuttles escaped the dead hulk.

No words could describe the depth of his bereavement. Fifty-two humans of more than three-hundred were left; they clung to one another, children in volunteer uniforms. That is how they had looked to him - like huddling, frightened children. They were.

The Jaridians were less fortunate still: of their crew of one-hundred-forty fighting men and women, only twenty-nine were left - the mutineers - enemies to all loyal Jaridians - the saviors of human and Taelon kind.

The Taelons, Sc'orr thought with a sorrow so heavy that he could feel it around him like heavy chains. His precious race, divided into thirds thanks to the insight of their former young leader... The womb with its third of unborn life... Gone. Friends and colleagues he had known for centuries... Dead. Only eight of his people had survived...but it was eight more to be added to his colony. They would assimilate and become part of their society.

His thoughts turned to the memory of Da'an's energy-starved appearance, and what he had told him about Zo'or...

No, he thought. Enough of this. He was bringing them back, and their colony would prosper with the additions. And Naor'rin... Naor'rin would have cause to rejoice. Yes, that bit of news had been the one bright spot of the entire ordeal.

~*~

Sc: *Leaving everyone on the other shuttle in the care of the medics, Sc'orr escorted Da'an and the Jaridian commander to the bridge of the Mothership. T'than swiveled in his chair and regarded them with an unreadable expression from his throne.* T'than, this is Commander No'ram of the Praktar. I assume that Da'an needs no introduction.

 

GT: *It was actually a relief to see Sc'orr back on the ship. There were not many whom T'than could trust, and despite Sc'orr's recent behaviour and the conception, the General knew in larger affairs that the old Taelon was indeed a great asset. And... a friend, even if he did not know how to put it in those terms. On the bridge he had waited, alone. His eyes always on the the small screen that would show the approaching shuttle. The hours had been long, but at last the wait was over.* Nor does the "Commander." *There was a hint of sarcasm there. He would not be commander for very long on that ship. Still, he nodded at the Jaridian. When he greeted Da'an, his look was of relief, yet T'than maintained his distance.* I am already aware of the numbers... *they were dark. If the colonies had not been separated, it was likely that his species would have met its doom.* ...but not the totality of the events. *his blue eyes were slits when he regarded the Jaridian* The fate of your brethren depends on what you reveal today.

 

No'ram: *He had expected nothing less from T'than.* The accounts are not solely my own to reveal. There are two sides which you must hear before you make your final judgment. *he threw a glance at Da'an, but when he turned back to face the colony's leader, the look in T'than's eyes clearly stated who would be first to speak.*

 

The ruse of Cadence Blue's clone did not last long. Ha'thor was ever so suspicious of your species skills for subterfuge and deceit. *he tried to sound as least accusing as he could. T'than's cold smirk was dubious, so No'ram treaded carefully.* He had the body examined, and the child studied. There was something wrong with the child's readings. At first, the scientists assumed the child had been simply... destroyed within its mother's womb. An empty shell. But soon they learned that all that you had sent was an empty shell.

 

It did allow you the time to leave. But we had ID technology as well, so the only remaining undamaged ship was sent after you. We were the last to arrive to the battle on Earth, as we flew in directly from the Jaridian homeworld. *he paused, placing his hands behind his back - a gesture so common in T'than as well.* Needless to say, we found your mothership. The battle was fierce, and long. We had another leading us then, Ha'thor's right arm, Ger'rosh. We had the clear advantage. *The right expression would be that they had won, but the time was for... diplomacy.* Ger'rosh and I disagreed... *this time, the smirk was No'ram's* ...on how to proceed. I did not agree with a direct invasion of your ship. The casualties amongst us were already severe and most Jaridians on our ship were my own comrades in battle and ideas. The Blue colony was eventually boarded, victory achieved at the cost of many lives. Ger'rosh made the survivors of your ship our prisoners... *or rather, trophies. That had been Da'an and Zo'or's misfortune. Ger'rosh knew he would score points with Ha'thor should he bring them in alive.* But in order to personally accomplish that himself, he left the ship in my hands, and that was his mistake. *there was darkness looming over his face.* Our disagreement came to a sudden stop. *he paused, his features assuming the cold serenity of a Taelon. It was clear: they had fought. Ger'rosh had lost.* Thus, I assumed the command. Those who were on my side are here now. *It was needless to say what had happened to those who were not. No'ram had had no hand in their end though. He had given them the choice.* In order to survive, I engaged Da'an's and the humans' cooperation, and solely for that, we are alive.

GT: Yes... *he arched a brow. His expression was pure cynicism.* But the miracle that allowed you to hail us remains unexplained. And even if Da'an shared with you the truth about the three colonies... *which had been most reckless* ...not even he knew the course I had established for this ship.

 

No: *Given past events, No'ram would have preferred to follow the other remaining colony, but the Red Colony had been the only one they had been able to track.* A miracle it was. It was not difficult to choose a path based on the direction you took when you left Earth, though we knew the farther we parted, the harder it would be to find you. But our scanners picked up a trail of energy particles consistent with a weapon's blast, that pointed the way. If not for that, we would have been completely lost; fated to die of deprivation in space. 

Da'an: No'ram speaks the truth, *He had remained silent throughout the Jaridian's account, once looking over at Ti'el who was staring at him, and offering a weak smile to the slender Taelon.* We were prisoners on the Praktar, informed that there would be retribution for our betrayal against the Jaridians. Ger'rosh made it quite clear that the surviving Taelons would be executed, in as public a manner as possible to discourage the descent that is growing amongst the population on Earth over the occupation. Later, No'ram released us from detention and explained that he was the leader of a group that did not favor such rash and uncivilized actions, and that he had commandeered the vessel. That is when we told him about the other two colonies, and that if we were able to locate one that we might seek refuge there. They Jaridians cannot ever return to their people.

Ti'el: Da'an, *he said in his mellifluous voice,* pardon my interruption but, I must confess surprise over Zo'or's absence from this meeting; should he not be the one to relate our species' account of this terrible incident? *He watched the Companion's face pale and take on a pained look that overshadowed even his deprivation and exhaustion. Sc'orr also looked uncomfortable.*

D: Zo'or was on the bridge when the first salvo of weapons fire hit us. When our shields collapsed he was completely unprotected from the resulting radiation. It disrupted his energy flow... By the time I arrived he could not even maintain cohesion. We placed him in a containment vessel; Jor'rel has said that he will use every means to salvage him, though, he is conservative regarding...the outcome. *Such unbearable sorrow! His child was dying...*

 

GT: *T'than was not cynical enough to actually grin at the news. Though, if Zo'or were to perish, it would make things much easier. For everyone. T'than would not forego his place as leader, and no doubt, if Zo'or recovered, he would claim it for himself. A dark day indeed.

 

He pondered in silence. Twenty-nine more Jaridians onboard were... thirty too many! He had his hands full with Naor'rin as it was! And it was clear No'ram was a leader, with charisma enough to have many follow his ideas - Ideas that were rooted deeply into the heart of every Jaridian.* I am not inclined to grant you the same mercy you have displayed towards my kind. It appears from the situation that the truth was that you were left with little choice but to cooperate. *The others looked worried, perhaps a little shocked. Da'an looked angry, even if his face was to others, serene. But there was much to be read in Taelon body language - the smallest hints could speak volumes, and they knew each other well. Before the diplomat was able to say anything, T'than added:* This colony is set on a delicate balance, No'ram. Everyone here has a role to perform, and it was programmed since the day of the split. I will not lie: there is no place for you here.

 

No: *He had expected that* I and those who accompany me had our minds set on peace T'than. We wanted no more than you yourself want for those under your liege: a place to live our lives. *it would be difficult: even if they were open minded about the humans and the Taelons... the humans on board the ship as well as the Taelons, were not so open-minded about them.*

 

GT: You have defenders in this room... *Da'an and Sc'orr, no doubt. Ti'el looked divided, which in itself meant he was considering allowing them to stay.* ...though only one in a position of power in this colony. Still, we will gather, and decide. In the meantime, you and your people will be confined to the quarters you are provided. *his fingers curled around the armrest. The Jaridian was doing his best not to look angry or offended, but his struggle was evident. T'than was clearly putting him to the test.* 

 

No: *The thought crossed his mind to shoot T'than where he stood and put Da'an in his stead. But things were as they were. He was aware that there were rough times ahead.* I expect to be treated with dignity.

 

GT: And you shall be. Though every one of your team will have to prove themselves worthy. For the present time though, *he paused and stood* I believe some of us are in need of nourishment and rest. *his eyes locked with Da'an's. T'than himself was also tired, but he would need to personally see every Taelon that had arrived, and find quarters for them all before he could afford a while underneath the energy shower. At last, he turned to Sc'orr.* I am certain you will be quite pleased to see to their needs. *furthermore, he was the most qualified amongst them, being mated to Naor'rin. It was also a sort of test: T'than knew the older Taelon would not agree with half of the orders, but he would have to obey them (which would be harder precisely because he was mated to Naor'rin). He handed Sc'orr a disk* These are my instructions on matters of security. Follow them strictly. *his tone was clearly dismissive.*

Sc: Very well, *he replied neutrally, though it was clear that he thought T'than was being too harsh. These Jaridians could have killed the helpless Taelons and humans alike, yet they had treated them with respect.* Please come with me, No'ram. *He did not need to look at the procedures T'than had given him; he knew them well already. The door to the bridge dematerialized before he could wave it off, and, standing there was...* Naor'rin...

 

N: *She had felt his departure. T'than had kept her in the dark as to why Sc'orr had left - a cruel game he had enjoyed. Those had been hours of worry. She had stopped working altogether and soon found herself going through the communications' log trying to discover any leads. Her access was blocked, leaving her in greater distress. But at last he had returned, and not alone. Leaving Zo'rak in the care of Cadence she had tracked his movements to the bridge. 

 

Naor'rin approached him, and in a swift gesture embraced him and planted a tiny kiss on his lips.* Do not do this again... *she pulled slightly away, noticing movement behind the Taelon.*

 

Sc: You should not be here - I would have summoned you shortly... *His words fell away. She looked right past him, to the Jaridian behind his shoulder.*

 

N: *Her eyes were wide and fixed upon the being that towered over them. She blinked, to make sure that was not a trick played by her mind.* It is not possible... *she barely noticed Da'an as it was. The Jaridian had the same look on his face: a look of disbelief - almost fear to believe. Naor'rin forgot how different she was; and how ghostly her presence would be, after Ha'thor had thought her lost.* No'ram... *slowly, her hands slid down Sc'orr's arms and she walked past him.*

 

No: *Was that some kind of Taelon travesty? He could still remember the moment when he had gone through the list of casualties during the battle, and found her name on it. Ha'thor had made her return public, as well as her conception... and her death. She could not be standing there, in front of him!*

 

N: *Reading all kinds of mixed signals, she approached him carefully. Her sight was blurry - it was hard to contain the emotion that leaked out of her eyes as tears. In fact, she did not care to. For months she had believed she would never lay eyes on a familiar face again. The moment was painful, when she feared it was a dream still... but it ended swiftly.*

 

No: *The recognition was instinctive. His eyes fooled him - she was after all, so different with her paler skin, the white streaks of hair, the iridescent eyes - but it was Naor'rin. He moved faster than he thought possible for such a large being. His strong arms embraced and pulled her close.*

Sc: *He had stepped forward when his mate was tightly hugged, following her like a shadow. She just looked so small then in the warrior's huge embrace, and No'ram looked aggressive. No, Sc'orr thought then, letting go of her and stepping back. No'ram was not a warrior now - he was only her brother, wanting to show a brother's love, and not wanting intrusion from a Taelon he had no idea was more than just a Taelon... to his sister.*

No: *He looked angrily over her shoulder at the Taelon who was standing there - Sc'orr had moved too close, and No'ram's protective instincts were fast to kick in. But her arms were around him too.* My little sister, I believed you dead...

 

N: *it felt so good, so safe, to feel that warmth. They were children again, before the time duty began to build the distance between master and pupil. At last she pulled away, smiling at the way he seemed perplexed with her new features* A lot has changed, but I am as alive as you. *His jumpsuit was a mess. And only then she realized how grey his skin looked, and how deeply the eyes were sunken in his face. He was exhausted! As if aloof to the others present, she touched her palm to his face ignoring the question printed on it.* Our gathering and stories can wait. You look ill...Jor'rel should examine you. *she locked her arm in his and gently pushed him down the corridor.*

 

Sc: I shall accompany you, *he said, following them, merely nodding to the other male's clear irritation. Once in the infirmary Nurse Madden took them to a small exam room, telling them that Jor'rel would be there when he could before leaving and going back to her duties.

 

N: Thank you Jenny *she whispered, watching the girl leave and the door close behind her. The moment she turned to face her brother still looked like a dream. There were many questions edging on her mind.* How is Zhes'tra... and your son? *she smiled at him.* You will have to introduce me to my nephew. *but in all her enthusiasm, she forgot, only twenty-nine Jaridians had boarded that ship. No'ram's expression relayed a sad truth, even before his lips could speak of it.* 

 

No: Zhes'tra... has passed. She fell during the battle on Earth. *it was still heart-wrenching to think of it. She had been his mate for so many years... Ha'thor's detachment from the meaning of Jaridian life had contributed a great deal to it. That had weighted a great deal on his decision not to return to Earth.*

 

N: I am sorry... *her eyes were downcast. In her difficult times - when she had returned to Jaridia, pregnant with T'than's child, Zhes'tra had been one of the few to offer her a helping hand. All the others had felt little more than contempt. Some, even disgust.* 

 

No: My son, Vol'rath is with me, though. He will grow up to be a great warrior, albeit a rebellious one such as yourself.

N: A noble name. The name of our father. *despite the loss of Zhes'tra, her heart felt warm. She had a family again, and war would not separate them anymore.* It is incredible to be reunited after so long. I thought the only Jaridian face I would ever see, was my own reflected in the mirror. It fills me with joy that you and Vol'rath are here with me.

 

No: *Having his sister back helped to mend the part of his heart that bled for his loved ones' loss. She looked so ethereal, that only the physical touch could remind him that she was indeed made of flesh and bone and energy, the same as he.*

Sc: *He listened to them talk, not interrupting or offering anything but his presence, but when No'ram embraced her again, this time lifting her from the floor he stepped forward, a warning hand against a muscular shoulder.* Please do not do that...

 

No: *He set her down but kept a hand around her waist. It was the second time Sc'orr interfered.* I understand all of T'than's impositions, for in his place I would act the same. Yours, however, seem hardly acceptable *he was being as polite as possible, under the circumstances, though his voice was again that of a commander, rather than a brother.* Why are you troubled with our gathering?

Sc: I mean no disrespect to you, but you must take care; Naor'rin is with child.

 

N: *She rested her temple against No'ram's muscular shoulder and looked up into his surprised face.* He speaks the truth. I am pregnant. *she exchanged conspiratorial stares with her mate. The time for revelations was not yet over...*

 

No: *He could not be anymore confused.* Pregnant? *once more? This made no sense. Ha'thor's child would have long been born. There were only humans and Taelons on that ship prior to their arrival. And Zo'or - the Taelon she was once mated to, was on the Blue Colony. His eyes looked further down, from her face to her belly. It was barely visible, but indeed, her otherwise perfectly flat abdomen revealed a little bump.* How? 

Sc: *A serenity fell across his expression, his soft smile lighting his handsome face as he finally said what he had longed to since they were on the bridge.* The child she carries... is mine. *He took her arm and stood with her, gazing at her but speaking to her brother.* Naor'rin is my mate No'ram.

No: *He didn't know why, but he felt like breaking Sc'orr's face in that moment! No'ram was genuinely puzzled and angry. But it lasted little time. Naor'rin's face wore the kind of serenity he had not seen in her for many a year. She looked... mature, and happy. The imposition of the great council was no longer a shadow over her, following her every footstep, controlling, undermining. She was free... and in love. And from what he could read from the Taelon's body language, so was he. And that, in itself was quite remarkable. No'ram had only seen Sc'orr as a threat because he had recognised the same kind of traits he himself possessed: those of a male. Everything made perfect sense now: his sister - not so little anymore - had another one to protect her now.* Congratulations are in order, then. *he said to the Taelon, quite solemnly.*

Sc: Thank you, *he replied simply, the pride and happiness in his eyes conveying much more than he could ever adequately put into words.*

 

N: *She had seen the confusion, and dreaded the rejection, but it had not come. She only read understanding, even if a somewhat resigned one, in his eyes. And acceptance. Which was all that she could wish for.* Don't worry, he earned the right. *she was jesting somewhat, but it was still true. The few times they had fought, Sc'orr had won.* You have yet to meet my son, Zo'rak. I left him in the care of a friend, but perhaps tomorrow I can visit and introduce him to you, and our kind. *that would be an important moment. If more amongst them followed in her footsteps, then maybe... there would be a future for the Jaridian race after all.*

Jor: *A soft rush of air swept the room as Jor'rel unsealed the door and entered. Sc'orr looked amused, watching No'ram attempt to feign indifference to the healer's unusual demeanor and appearance. As always, Jor'rel had dressed as though he was afraid he might get lost and wanted to make sure he was seen from long distances away. His robe was a swirling vortex of pink, orange and light blue. A strand of tiny, shiny stones was wrapped around his wrist; it clicked quietly as his hands moved. Jenny, of course, was oblivious to her mate's loud sense of style, and merely offered No'ram a friendly smile as she drew his blood for testing.*

 

No: *It was odd how allowing himself to be taken care of made him keenly aware of his fatigue. No'ram remained in silence as he waited for the results, discretely watching the behaviour of those in the room. Taelon lifestyle appeared drastically altered; it lacked it's usual sterility. Being a Jaridian, with all the passion and emotions that implied, he did not feel so alien anymore amongst these people. Even T'than was changed beyond recognition. And now that he took a deeper look, Naor'rin's connection with Sc'orr was quite obvious. They seemed to speak with each other in little gestures and glances, not even needing to verbalise their intentions. It was like watching a perfectly choreographed dance. Even the healer and the nurse seemed to share a similar connection. How intriguing, indeed. He was just finishing that thought when the sparkle of Jor'rel's clothes caught his attention and his voice echoed in the room.*

Jor: *Jor'rel nodded once with satisfaction as he read the datastream.* You are suffering from dehydration; not surprising considering the condition of your ship when Sc'orr found you. Your injuries from the battle are minor and should heal quickly due to your metabolism.

 

No: *He nodded. After fighting so many battles, he knew well his own condition. But he had seen others suffering.* What about those under my command? *he was mostly worried about how their metabolism could affect them after a long period of deprivation.* 

Jor: Your comrades' condition is similar to yours; varying cases of dehydration with minor to moderate injuries. Your race has an exceptional constitution. A few days rest and adequate nutrition and you will all be fine.

 

No: *It was a relief to hear it. He wanted to personally see all of them before withdrawing. It was simply a matter of putting everyone at ease. T'than had been blunt, but he had not denied them hospitality.*

Sc: We are arranging temporary quarters now, and diverting ship's resources toward increasing her size where their permanent quarters shall be. *Then, his mouth tucked in at the corners and he looked away.*

Jor: What is it my friend?

 

N: *There it was. She saw the mask fall down over his face even before Sc'orr put in on. There were trouble ahead. Guessing it, she walked to him, standing between he and No'ram.*

Sc: *He felt ashamed, especially with Naor'rin there. His broad chest rose and fell once, and then he spoke.* It is... T'than's... orders.

 

N: *T'than, always T'than! And of course, he had the perfect opportunity to get even with them! Not with the Jaridians  - but on she and Sc'orr.* What did that devious mind of his conceive this time?

 

Sc: Once the new section is completed and the Jaridians relocated there they are to be... monitored... and for the foreseeable future... segregated, from the rest of the ship's population.

N: *She was literally speechless, and obviously tense. That... bastard!*

Jor: This is preposterous; our society can only benefit from their genes.

Sc: I agree, but the General does not see it that way. He believes that unions between the Jaridians and the humans will result in offspring with violent tendencies. *He had heard it all before regarding Zo'rak and the furor over the conception of their new child. Sc'orr could not bring himself to tell them that T'than had also said that such unions would result in 'inferior' progeny.*

 

N: Of course he would! That is just his usual prejudice talking. *now it was she who was put to shame. She glanced at her brother, who seemed to be taking it all relatively well. If not for the tiny vein that had suddenly popped up on his temple, and the obvious strain of his features.* 

Sc: *He gave her shoulders a squeeze* Naor'rin, do not upset yourself over this - that is what T'than wants. He is attempting to anger us into rashness by assigning me to be the messenger of these orders. A convening will be called - T'than is not the only Taelon with a say on this ship. This will not become a permanent situation.

 

N: You are right, it will not! *she could not help but be furious. It was one thing that T'than kept his little quarrels with her - they had a story after all - but to use her own family and kind - the ones who had turned on their own to save Taelons and human lives?!* Not if I have a saying in this... 

Sc: *He maintained his calm, catering to her outburst with a simple nod.* You must not upset yourself Naor'rin. *He touched her midsection* There is the baby to think about. 

 

N: *She calmed down somewhat, as anger turned into sadness.* It is not fair what he is doing to them. *if only she had known this day would come... she would have begged Sc'orr to fight for the leader's seat.*

 

Sc: *He felt her sadness tumble out of her in little, soft gray waves. He wanted nothing more at that moment but to hold her close and comfort her with his thoughts. He would not allow T'than to distress her like this! Caressing her face, he brushed back her silky black hair and then turned to her brother.* No'ram, speak with your people; make them understand, and do not think of T'than while you are doing so - think of your sister and her delicate health. She must be free of worry and tension now, and the best way to accomplish that is for her to know that you are well and resting - not ready to take on T'than. *He offered the other  an ironic smile* The last thing that your people need is to have escaped one war only to find themselves in another.

 

No: Indeed. *his voice sounded deaper* However, I will not give up on the rights of my people. They followed me for a dream that I will not see destroyed. A war it will be, but a peaceful one. *he walked away from the bed. His eyes nearly asked for Sc'orr's permission to speak to Naor'rin.* You may rest assured I will defend our people. You do not need to be involved this time, Naor'rin. It is not fair that you are forced to make an impossible choice between your mate's kind, and your brother's. 

N: No'ram, I want to help. And I can. 

 

No: You are not the liaison anymore. T'than's struggle with me is political. We will come to terms.

 

N: *she couldn't help but smirk.* You don't know T'than.

No: I have met many T'than's in my life. This now is merely a game of patience. And alas, I will have twenty-eight more such explanations to give to our brethren... *The day would yet become much longer.* Furthermore, Sc'orr is right. The child you carry is precious... It is after all the bridge between our species. And above all, the child of my sister. *He offered her a smile, Sc'orr a solemn nod, and then approached Jor'rel.* If it does not interfere with your work, I would like to personally visit those who arrived with me... Jaridians, humans... and Taelons.  

Jor: Yes, it would be wise to see them before T'than does. If you will follow me, I will take you to B-wing of the infirmary, where they are. *Their small group had just begun walking when Da'an came around the corner, his normal serenity replaced with such worry that its depth could not be measured.* Da'an...

Da: Jor'rel, have you any news of Zo'or?

 

N: *Naor'rin had nearly forgotten about the Taelons that had returned with her brother. She was actually glad to see Da'an... and it was now obvious that Zo'or was back as well. She felt the colour on her cheeks leave as the knot in her stomach settled in. What would it mean for Zo'rak to meet his biological father? Defensively, she sought Sc'orr's closeness. She regarded the even paler Da'an with a nod and waited for the answer.*

Jor: *He turned back to the small audience.* Naor'rin, will you escort your brother to B-wing? I will be there when I can; it is No'ram that your people wish to see anyway.

 

No: *Hmm, that was a rather awkward situation.* Yes. I will visit with the others at a better time. *he could understand Da'an's distress. It was odd to see a Taelon worry for another. But it was clear that the Taelon was indeed in a state of near despair. His sister did not look much better. It appeared that they would have much to speak of later.* Naor'rin, can you lead the way please?

 

N: Yes... Of course...

Jor: *He nodded, watching Naor'rin's slender hand slip into Sc'orr's large one. Her mate cast a worried glance in Da'an's direction before they were out of sight. The former North American Companion looked on the verge of collapse.* You should rest...

Da: I cannot rest while my child's condition remains uncertain! *he snapped, but then he said more calmly* Forgive me Jor'rel. My behavior has no excuse.

Jor: You need not even ask. I understand. *Da'an nodded offhandedly, following him down a dim corridor to a darkened room in which rested the semi-rounded shape of a stasis chamber.* We keep the room dark; the light seems to disturb him. *Stepping inside, he laid his hands on the cold and transparent surface. A vaguely humanoid form rested inside - a Taelon in his energy form certainly - but it was made of pinks and blues that were so dim that it was hard to see even in the dark. The edges of the form that should have been sharp, were hazy and blurred.*

Da: *To anyone else the flickering nether-being could have been any Taelon, but not to Da'an. To him, Zo'or's energy patterns were as easy to read as a text.* You have restored his cohesion.

Jor: Yes, but without the gravity field being generated around him he would dissipate *The other Taelon's face was a dimly lit palette of changing hues of apprehension - apprehension Jor'rel eased with his next statement.* However when he is stronger it will no longer be necessary. He will recover Da'an; it will just take time.

Da: *His pain had been extravagant; self recrimination over not being on the bridge when the attack occurred had haunted him for days. Now he allowed a small but relieved smile to tremble on his mouth.* How much time? *he whispered.*

Jor: His injuries were severe. Even with offerings of concentrated core energy Zo'or must literally build himself a new form. 

Da: I understand. How long?

Jor: *He looked down thoughtfully* Four, possibly five years. *He once more met Da'an's gaze.* Even then, he will still be weak for many months. I am sorry that the news is not better.

Da: Do not apologize, Jor'rel, *he said, more in his usual benevolent way.* I lost four of my children when the Jaridians attacked. It might have been five if you were not a healer of such caliber. Zo'or and I have had our differences but I am grateful that he will live for us to have them again. I assure you that...I am most content to wait.
Book Twenty-Three
Part Two
Naor’rin and the Jaridians

[Takes place one week after "The Return" ]

GT: *It had been a hectic week, with very short nights for T'than. He had done his diplomatic duty – something he abhorred but understood the need for – and visited with the newcomers. He took the time to see the humans as well. His presence alone should be enough to give them the illusion that he cared. But the worst part of the whole situation was that the initial balance that had been carefully planned for each colony was severely disrupted. 

 

Rest had been short, with a very inquisitive Cadence asking questions, especially on the first day. His own stress ended up grating on his children, forcing both parents to work to calm them and finally get them to sleep. He had the press to control, as well as the initial panic – everyone was apprehensive about the future.

Damn Jaridians!

 

The energy showers did not replenish him completely. He consumed more energy during the day than he accumulated in the night, and T'than looked as pale as the Taelon newcomers. Today he would have to find work placements for them all – every being in the colony was a cell, and each cell had to work for the greater good of the whole. Otherwise, they would be like parasites; cancerous, and would only eat away at their chances of survival and success.

 

He made his way to the bridge, knowing another long day awaited him... And indeed, it would start by being a very long morning... Naor'rin was waiting for him.* I do not recall having summoned you.

 

N: You did not, but I require a meeting. Since you appear to be too busy to answer my calls during the day, I figured showing up before you begin your work would grant me an opportunity.

 

GT: I have more important things to tend to, Naor’rin. *he couldn't have sounded more annoyed. He was indeed in a hurry to start working.* I warned Sc'orr I was not available.

 

N: To me. Yes, he told me. But he does not know I am here. *he stormed past her, making his way to the empty chair.* T'than, my people are restless. You treat them as prisoners, not as guests... or members of this colony.

 

GT: They are neither. *he said as he set both hands on the armrests and sat down in the chair.* I have already spoken to your brother about this issue. I do not trust them...

 

N: Then trust me! *she walked closer, placing herself in front of him. She wouldn't be denied.* None of us wants anything bad to happen to this colony T'than. It is our home as well. Give us the chance to embrace it as that. 

 

GT: *He rolled his eyes and leaned back on the chair.* And how exactly do you propose I do that?

 

N: Don't confine them to isolation. It is only making them more wary. They can be a good asset to this colony, and you know it.

 

GT: Jaridian skills are inclined towards battle. There is not room for that here... *he pulled up a datastream, dismissively.*

 

N: *She did something truly risky - walking forward, putting her hand over his and stopping him from working.* T'than, that is not true. If it were, there would be no use for you either and you have done a good job as leader. Don't falter now. *under the murderous stare he threw her, Naor'rin pulled back.* I am going to their wing to visit my family. No'ram told me my nephew is finally awakened from his unconscious state. I would like to be the bearer of good news.

 

GT: Things will remain as they are... for the time being. There are others in this colony that need my attention before I can focus on testing your kind. Because I will. Tell your brother than, if you will... *that said, he glanced at one of the volunteers that always stood guard by the door.*

 

N: *She got the message. Her face was set in the same coldness as his* Very well. But remember, you reap what you sow T'than. If you show them nothing but mistrust, that is what they will return you. *she took a few steps backwards, then glided past the volunteer and exited the bridge.*

 

~*~

 

N: *No one dared to stand in her way when Naor'rin walked to the Jaridian section of the ship. That is what it was politely called, since in truth it was their concentration camp. They were all being monitored, prodded, tested. All because T'than chose the wrong path and decided to show nothing but distrust. He had called it prudence on the news channel broadcast, but Naor'rin - and likely all Jaridians - knew exactly what it was. Prejudice.

 

Entering the area made her feel alien to the place. All of them knew who she was - the Jaridian who had chosen a Taelon for a mate - who had actually begotten two hybrids... and who did not look like a Jaridian as much as she should. Naor'rin was aware of her difference, and was aware of the eyes that looked her way until at last she knocked on her brother's door. He let her in, rather cheerful to see her.*

 

No'ram: Naor'rin! I was expecting you later... *she had come early in the day. He knew enough of her daily routine to know that she should be at work.*

 

N: Yes... *she had stormed in and now that she had stopped to look at her brother, she realized her breath was somewhat laboured from the quickness of her steps.*

 

No: You look like you came running. Is everything all right?

 

N: Yes... *she shook her head.* I mean, no. That T'than... he does it on purpose, I swear it No'ram! He does it to provoke me!

 

No: *He arched a brow. Noticing there were eavesdroppers, he closed the door with a wave.* Calm down. We know T'than is hard to handle, but he has not denied us a home.

 

N: No... *she paced back and forth.* He has offered you a prison! No'ram... *she stopped in her tracks, looking up and into his eyes.* I don't know how you tolerate it! By all the gods, you saved the Blue Colony from extermination!

 

No: *He smirked* We did. But I did not expect T'than, or the other Taelons, to adjust to this new reality in a matter of days. Naor'rin, they have never been known to welcome change. *he walked forward, taking her arm and moving them to the small resting area, composed basically of a couch and a table.* Sit, you're nervous and tired. And that is not good for the child. 

 

N: I'm pregnant, I'm not sick! *but still she let him lead her and she obeyed and sat down. He pushed a glass of water into her hands before she could say anything else. Naor'rin received the message loud and clear - and in truth, she was thirsty - and drank avidly.* I expected him to treat you with respect, that is all.

 

No: Our privacy is not being violated. The healer Jor'rel has been doing a great deal for us, even though he has Taelons to treat as well. T'than's opinion matters very little, for many of the others have welcomed us Naor'rin. *he was standing before her now, pulling up a chair from the small dinning table and sitting.* So much so, he was able to heal Volrath.

 

N: *Oh, she had forgotten! In her anger Naor'rin had been oblivious to the true reason why she was there.* Oh, No'ram... I'm sorry. It's just that I left from T'than's offices, and...

 

No: It is quite all right. He is still in his room, sleeping. I had not expected you to come until later.

 

N: *She smiled, taking a deep breath.* I know. But I decided to take the day off... *putting her hands on her lap, she rose.* Maybe I can come back later then?

 

No: No need. I can wake him. I told him yesterday that he had an aunt, and he was most curious about you. There were... many stories told of your life on Jaridia.

 

N: *Now it was her time to smirk* Not all of them matching the truth. *Though the truth wasn't very glamorous. So, maybe the fantasies were better.* Well, wake him if you will. But... give me time to pick up Zo'rak. I left him with Jenny so it shouldn't take long, as the infirmary is only a few corridors away. I want our people to meet him No'ram. *she said, more calmly now.* I want them to know what can come from a peaceful future with the Taelons. If T'than will allow it, that is... *she grimaced and turned to leave.* I'll be back in thirty minutes... *and as swiftly as she had come, like a breeze, she was gone from No'ram's room.

 

Only to reappear in the infirmary five minutes later. Zo'rak was in the small baby cradle where every month Jor'rel did his physical and psychological analyses of the child. He was growing quickly, and he was very healthy. And so far, to T'than's dismay, Zo'rak was perfect.*

Greetings, Jor'rel. I see Zo'rak likes a challenge.

 

Jor: *He grunted; the healer was trying to pry a small monitoring device from the baby's hands. Zo'rak kicked and reached for it as it was drawn away, but he was smiling, returning the healer's expression.* A very strong boy, *Jor'rel said, finally turning to her and nodding.*

N: *The one thing that left her at ease with the constant visits to the infirmary, was the fact that Jor'rel was so good with children. It was indeed a shame he had not had any of his own to date.* Indeed. *she offered a smile of her own.* And how is he progressing? *as a mother, she knew everything was all right with her child, but Jor'rel's opinion was valuable. She needed to know so she could anticipate any problem that might arise in the near future.*

Jor: Quite well, *he replied amiably* The child's life processes are strong. He displays none of the metabolic imbalances that are evident in purely Jaridian children, and I do believe that we will be able to aid your people with their metabolic inadequacies from all of the knowledge we are gleaning from him; truly he is... a miracle child. 

 

N: *That was more than she had hoped to hear. Now she could go to her people and tell them there was hope. Hope for a future and a fruitful life.* That is a relief. And the first good news I have received today... I was thinking of taking Zo'rak to meet the Jaridians.

 

Jor: *He turned back to the baby and gently closed his jumper before lifting him.* He might fall asleep. Jenny was playing with him all morning. *He set him into her arms, smiling again when Zo'rak grabbed a swatch of his bright blue robes to chew on. He did not appear to have plans on letting go any time in the near future.*

N: I don't think he has spent all his energies yet. *she smiled as she pulled gently at her son's hand, giving him her own finger to grip. The child liked it there: it was all just a game to him. At least for now. Naor'rin rocked him in her arms, absent to Zo'rak sucking on her finger.* Jor'rel, I've been meaning to ask for a while now. How long do you think I have? I mean... before Zo'or recovers. *she looked down at Zo'rak, smiling at the child's willpower when she tried to pull away her hand. He was probably hungry.* I cannot help but worry. I thought Zo'rak would have time to grow up and be an adult by the time he met his biological parent. But this arrival... changes everything.

 

Jor: *The small smile on his face was rather ironic* Life, in itself is an ever-changing process, and things rarely work out the way we had planned for them to. *He caught the baby's attention with a bright pen-lite, smiling at the child before looking back at his mother seriously.* Zo'or has years of recovery ahead of him before he will even be able to hold his form without assistance but...I doubt that Zo'rak will have achieved maturity by the time this happens. But, he will be...older, to be sure.

N: I see... *The news was bad... for Zo'or. It would take years... How many, it was difficult to say exactly, but maybe enough for Zo'rak to know nothing about the truth behind his conception. That was just perfect: Naor'rin could not bear the thought of having to live without the giggling and laughter she heard now. A smile on her son's face was one of the only things capable of erasing the bad aspects of her day.* I feel bad for Da'an. I cannot imagine having my child suffer for so long. *and she really couldn't... and that was why she had chosen Sc'orr.* 

Jor: It is a difficult situation for him to be certain, however Da'an will persevere, like he always has. Do not worry too much for him. He would not wish you to risk your health with worry on his account. *He patted her shoulder twice and gave Zo'rak's tiny hand a shake.* Go now; your relatives await you and your son.

 

N: Thank you Jor'rel, for everything you have done. For my family, and for my species. You are a good friend.

Jor: I feel the same about you also. *He nodded once as they each turned to go their separate ways down the corridor.*

 

  ~*~
Zo'rak was slightly restless throughout their short trip back to the Jaridian section. He was especially energetic that day. But Naor'rin understood from his tiny baby sounds that his impatience came attached to an empty stomach. Before she took him to see the other Jaridians she would have to stop by her brother's house for a moment and feed him. Sc'orr was not around to participate, so her energy would have to suffice this time.

 

Fortunately, the corridors were empty. So before long she was pressing the chime to her brother's home. The lights peeked at her and her baby from behind the largeness of No'ram's body. The seriousness dissipated from his face when he looked down to the tiny bundle she held in her arms.* This is Zo'rak...

 

No: *He had never imagined he would see such a picture again: a Jaridian baby in its mother's arms. It took him a few years into the past, when it had been his mate and his son.*

 

N: No'ram... can we come in? *she heard footsteps in the hallway, and her brother occupied most of the door.*

 

No: *No'ram shook himself awake.* Certainly... *he stepped aside, watching her enter and sit on the couch.*

 

N: I hope you don't mind, but I need to feed him. *Zo'rak was already taking hold of her hand to suckle on her finger.* He spent the whole morning with Jenny and Jor'rel at the infirmary and he must be starving. *in fact, Naor'rin could feel it. Gently, she composed the blanket and brought Zo'rak closer to her chest, letting the jumpsuit dissolve around her breast.*

 

No: *She looked completely changed. Naor'rin looked radiant, now that she had her son in her arms; and was expecting another! There was life on that ship, and that gave him hope. He sat across from her, watching in silence. The boy looked very strong. Even more so than his son had at that age. But he was also very different from a Jaridian child. Although the scales and skin colour developed over time, he could tell Zo'rak would never have them. There were only tiny spots on his temples, barely some in the back of his hands. And his eyes... large and soulful, but so very alien. Even by Taelon standards. He watched his sister for a little while - she too had changed. And indeed, Zo'rak was her son. And the son of a Taelon. Yet... there was absolutely no rejection. No'ram saw him as a Jaridian. The child's emotions were powerful.* He is very strong...

 

N: *She grimaced when Zo'rak pulled a little too strongly* Yes... and very demanding too. *Naor'rin smiled at her brother.* Jor'rel just told me his progress is excellent. There is no metabolic disorder of any kind. He is physically stronger than the other hybrids too, but I think that comes from our family and not necessarily our species. He is perfectly healthy No'ram. 

 

No: A miracle, indeed. *he reached out, pulling the blanket slightly away from the baby's face. His hands were the size of the baby's skull; the wrinkled and scaled fingers were a perfect contrast to the baby's smooth alabaster skin.*

 

N: He can be your future too... Zo'rak is the proof that it is possible to rejoin our species.

 

No: Physically, it appears so. But our spirits are too far apart. Furthermore... I hear the Taelons are only looking for female mates. There are not that many amongst us... and I do not know if they would be willing.

 

N: *She looked down at her son. He was still suckling avidly, not bothered in the least by that strange presence.* I understand. But it is unfair that you are alone. Perhaps a joining with the humans is possible. With Jor'rel aiding you and helping you heal, you will have many years ahead of you my brother. *she placed her much smaller hand on his. Zo'rak stopped suckling and giggled, reaching out with his own hand as well. He looked very intrigued by No'ram. Her brother had a melancholy look on his face.* Do you want to hold him?

 

No: *It had been a while since he had last done it.* Certainly... *the child weighed close to nothing! At least it looked like that to him. Zo'rak's eyes were almost disturbing in their intensity, but they regarded him with the curiosity of the innocent. But he was not troubled int he least. On the contrary, he looked quite fascinated by this strange, austere face looking down at him. The child was quite fearless - that was a good Jaridian trait.*

 

N: *It was quite a sight, and one she had not hoped to see in her lifetime. Though she had wondered, in moments of melancholy, what it would be like to share a part of her lifetime with her family. The times when Naor'rin thought she had lost them and was thus condemned to being the only Jaridian in the colony, looked distant now.* He seems to like you... *though Zo'rak was used to having contact with other people than his parents, he seemed to accept very well that new presence in his life. But still, Naor'rin sensed a little bit of hostility... not coming from the being her eyes beheld. But rather... by a third presence. As if on a cue, her eyes turned to her left. And there, hiding somewhat in the shadow of the doorway was a little boy. He looked like he was 2 years old - which in human standards would be the equivalent to 5 to 6 years of age.* Hello. *she said, quite simply, in her mother tongue.*

 

No: *He had not noticed his son had entered the room.* Volrath... come here. *his voice was like thunder, but bore no demand. Still, the child obeyed.*

 

Volrath: *Who were those strangers? His bright green eyes went up and down the figure of the woman as she rose to greet him. And his father was holding a baby! He did not know whether he liked that much. It was hard to believe that his mother had already been replaced.* Who are you? *he asked, standing by his father. There was no warmth in his voice.*

 

N: *The child's eyes looked too deep, as though he carried a large burden; too large for someone so young. But of course... it was to be expected. Volrath had recently lost his mother. He had known war and deprivation much earlier than any child should for the sake of their innocence. He was almost hostile towards her - she was invading his space. So, Naor'rin made no move to approach. He would approach her... maybe in time.* I am Naor'rin... Your father and I are siblings.

 

Vol: *Ah, so that is where the complicity came from. Volrath looked from his father - a quite careful and quick glance by the corner of his eye - and then back to the female whose name was Naor'rin. They were as different as day and night: she was fairer in skin, her raven hair had a streak of pure white on one side, and her skin was soft. Much softer than those of other Jaridian women.* You are Jaridian?

 

No: *He placed a large hand on his son's shoulder. He had expected another reaction from the child - and a little more respect.* Naor'rin is my sister Volrath, but she has been with the Taelons for a long time. 

 

N: *She nodded. This child was perceptive, and was to be understood. Thus she knew how the others would see her. No'ram could close his eyes because they had grown up together. There was a bond between them, but it was not so with the others. Would they welcome her with the same coldness as that child?* I am a little different now, Volrath. But it wasn't always so. As your father said, I have been living with the Taelons for a very long time.

 

Vol: *He nodded, solemnly* I heard the stories.

 

N: *She had to arch a brow* Really? And what did those stories tell? *Her eyes met her brother's. It was obvious he had heard them too, and she needed to know before making the next move and approaching her kind.*

 

Vol: They spoke about the Jaridian who bonded with a Taelon... they said she abandoned her kind for a long time, but that she also came back and helped defeat the Taelons. 

 

N: Hmm, I see... Well, and how do you feel about being the nephew of the Jaridian in those stories? *she saw a tiny smile in him for the first time.*

 

Vol: Well, it is not so bad... My father told me it was in our blood to be adventurous, and everyone is really curious about you. I heard them talking to my father about it... just last night...

 

No: When you should have been sleeping instead of eavesdropping... *he chided, but he was not reprimanding him.* 

N: It's okay. I am going to see the others in a little while. But first, there is yet another person I would like you to meet. *she extended her arms towards her brother, asking to hold Zo'rak.* This is your cousin... Zo'rak...

 

Vol: *What an odd looking baby! He was even fairer in skin than his mother... but now that Volrath could see more closely, he noticed they had the same eyes! He peeked into the blanket to see better... and as any child would, reached out to feel the skin to make sure it was real, warm... and Jaridian at all.* He's...

 

N: Different. Yes. Zo'rak is a hybrid, Volrath. He is Sc'orr's son. *that much was not exactly true... but close enough.*

 

Vol: But isn't Sc'orr a Taelon? *the words left his mouth before he could even think about the decorum in saying them.*

 

N: Yes, he is. *she replied with a smile.* But we are very much in love, so, it is only natural, don't you think?

 

Vol: *He looked from the baby to the eyes of its mother.* I suppose...

 

N: Well, anyway, I hope you and Zo'rak will get along. He is still too young, but he'll grow fast. At least you will have a Jaridian child to play with. Even if he's just half a Jaridian child. *she straightened up* Plus, he's just as curious and smart as you, so I bet you'll get along. *if they got along as she and her brother used to in their early childhood... she and No'ram would have their hands full. But at least, they were a family. Which was more than could be said of others.* Do you want to come with me? I'm taking Zo'rak and introducing him to the others as well. I can take the chance and give you a full tour of the Mothership.

 

Vol: *His eyes turned, inquisitive and full to his father* Can I? *he was tired to being made to rest. And after such a long sleep, he could think of nothing better than a tour of a Taelon Mothership!*

 

No: *His sister had just put him in a very difficult position. The truth was that Volrath had just awakened from a near comatose state. It was not wise to let him go out for so long!* It is not wise. You are still weak.

 

Vol: *He took that as a very personal offence! After all, hadn't his father always told him how strong he was, how strong his entire family was? Such great warriors! And now, he wasn't even fit for a walk?!* But Father, I feel perfectly fine!

 

N: You can come with us No'ram, and carry him if...

 

Vol: *Before he could stop it, his eyes were turned to his aunt, shooting daggers at her. Carry him?!* I can walk by myself!

 

N: Well, one step at a time. I can see you are very strong - and strong-willed - but let us meet the others first. Then, if that is still not enough thrill for you, I will take you to see the nearest wing. You would agree it would be no fun to take the entire tour in one day... This way, I can better explain everything. 

 

Vol: *The seriousness was slow to wash away from his features. But... his aunt might have a point.*

 

No: I am comfortable with that. I shall summon them to the main room...

 

N: No. *she reached for her brother's arm just as he was turning to head for the console.* I don't want this to be something formal. I want to see them in their homes; how they are living and adjusting to things here. I wish to bring them a message of hope, despite the outcome of my early meeting with T'than.

 

~*~

 

*She followed her brother out of his quarters. The wing they had been confined to was small. It was composed of a corridor with doors to each chamber, and a farther common room that held a lounge and a few tables and chairs for the meals. It was hardly cheerful or welcoming - rather, it looked like T'than had chosen the deepest hole in the ship and thrown them there - but at least it was cosy. A couple of humans worked there - both were as skittish as rats, and none seemed to even have the nerve to look the Jaridians in the eyes.* It is... so cold. *And sad.* 

No: *His son was by his side. He kept a close watch for any signs of weakness. Jor'rel had said Volrath was fine, that he would make a quick recovery, but it was a father's job to worry. He was the last bond to Zhes'tra.* We will make it our home, in time. We do not need any luxuries Naor'rin - just each other.

 

N: *She had to blush at the comment. Sometimes, her brother could disarm her with words alone. He had the wisdom of years and parenthood. The young male she had known had changed into a charismatic leader. But it was still ironic, since she was the one mated to a being whose species was known for their oratory talent.* I just wish T'than would make it easier for you to accomplish that.

 

Vol: *He was seeing the place for the first time too, and he agreed with his aunt. Even their dark ships had looked more cheerful than this. The light was too dim, and there was no console in sight to play with.* Who is this T'than?

 

N: The leader of the Red Colony, Volrath, of which you are now part. A very stubborn leader at that... *she vented, letting out a heavy breath.* Where should we begin?

 

No: I believe, it has already started... *It was the truth. Walking down the corridor, they had attracted attention. There was a group of Jaridians entering the common room.*

 

N: *The moment she turned, her heart went into an erratic tempo. She shouldn't feel nervous like that. They would sense it - possibly ostracise her for it too. To admit to being afraid of them would be to admit to any reason they might have to shun her. Though their eyes set on her when they approached, they were reverent when they focused on her brother. Each Jaridian - male or female - greeted No'ram with the devotion and care one would have for a king. They owed him much. What bonded them was strong; they had fought, and survived together. Knowing the need to fight was gone forever, the serenity in their faces was absolute. They were thankful for their newfound peace. And peace, was something most Jaridians died dreaming of.

 

Volrath looked happy, stepping away from his father and walking over to an older looking female. The woman looked happy to see him as well. Naor'rin was silent, observing. They would give her the sign when it was time to make her move. And then there was silence, as well as a lot of reptilian eyes looking into hers. The breath caught in her throat. They were as uneasy about her as she was about them. It was the older female who broke the silence, leading Volrath by the hand and walking closer.* 

 

Varria: You have come. *At last. She had been amongst those with the smaller injuries. The moment she had heard No'ram's sister was aboard, she had waited for an appearance, but there had been none. Not for a very long week.*

 

N: *Naor'rin could barely face the woman. She made her feel so young - so fragile and exposed - being studied by those eyes that had seen so much. She knew that if that woman accepted her, so would all the others. They waited about, inquisitive but quiet.* I needed to come... To greet you all. *she added, looking at the others* Welcome you, without restrictions.

 

Var: There are many restrictions, child. Otherwise, you would have come sooner... *she paused, her head tilting somewhat. Naor'rin's uneasiness was nearly palpable.* I am Varria. Come, let us talk. *Gently, she pushed Volrath towards his father and without saying a word, walked towards the end of the room. There was a sitting area in the corner. The wall was made to look like a window to the outside, but the striking stars were in constant repetition. It was only an illusion. Varria sat to one side, knowing Naor'rin had followed her.* What do you seek?

 

N: *No'ram had led the others towards the dining area. She could hear the whispers of a cheerful conversation behind her. She sat opposite of Varria, knowing the older women was reading her every movement. Naor'rin was an open book to her. She might have changed a lot physically, but her body language was still very Jaridian and so were her ways.* Your well being. *it was the simple truth, but it was still hard to look straight into those wise lemon eyes. Thankfully she had Zo'rak in her lap, so there was an excuse to look down.* I mean to know how the Jaridian community is faring in the colony. If there is anything you need...

 

Varria: *There was a small moment of silence. Varria said nothing. Even their breath was audible. At last the women spoke, her eyes glittering like the stars that passed on the stream behind her.* Do you believe it will acquit you in the eyes of your species if you pretend to care? *her tone was calm. Her voice, once sweet was altered by time and many battles. It sounded quiet, but the polished tone was cynical.* Is that why you have come and brought your hybrid child?

 

N: *Those words hit to the core of the issue. Naor'rin had indeed a great wish to be welcomed into their community. But it was not the main reason why she was there.* I do not seek your pity, nor do I look for atonement. *she was insulted enough to raise her eyes and face the other woman's.* I have committed no crime! My choices, however odd in your eyes, have put me in a position to help you, and I do seek that.

 

Var: *Not odd. But they had been courageous, though foolish choices. Still, the young mother was right. She was in a position to help. But there was more - more that her lips did not speak of, but her eyes did quite clearly.* Your anger betrays you, Naor'rin. You have doubts of whether you came here moved by selfishness or a true desire to aid us. *she knew the woman was prepared to say something else. She caught No'ram staring at them from the corner of her eye and smiled.* Your brother believes in you. He has always defended you. 

 

N: *She had not known that. And she had often wondered if he had, when he had rescued her from Ha'thor the first time and she had then run to the arms of Zo'or. Irony of ironies, the rape by by Zo'or, and her saviour was in the end, the Jaridian General. Her life story was an intricate tapestry, full of the errors only the youthful and inexperienced make.* He was my mentor... All I know I learned from him.

 

Var: And much of what he knows, he learned from me. But his heart has come in his way many times. *she looked at No'ram. He was holding Volrath; the child sat on his shoulder as he spoke to the others.*

 

N: You question his wisdom? Is that why the others follow your lead? *Because it was clear now that the devotion they had for No'ram was matched by that which they showed that woman. She was the matriarch. The fact that No'ram was Naor'rin´s brother seemed to compromise his opinion of her in the eyes of the others.*

 

Var: The others trust my judgment... *her features were calm. But it was made clear now: Naor'rin was on trial.* ...because I can see past your skin, whilst they cannot. And although No'ram is our leader, he sees you through the window of his heart.

 

N: *Yes, she knew that. Varria's eyes were alert to her every movement, expression, sigh. There was no escaping that scrutiny, and her words could not save her.* Judge me, if that is your will. But do you dare convict an innocent child?

 

Var: *Yes, Varria had noticed the baby. Noticed the tiny arms that reached out to its mother. Such pale looking arms. More so than its mother's skin was now. But there was feeling there. There was warmth, and passion; love and protectiveness between mother and child. As well as hurt in Naor'rin's tone, and solitude in her eyes.* The son of a Taelon... *not of general Ha'thor, as many had spoken.*

 

N: Zo'rak is that, yes. I have dared to love his father, the same as his father dared to love me! Zo'rak was born because that love survived the war. *There was a light trembling in her voice. But it was emotion only, not weakness.* I may be an outcast, but he is hope to our people. There can be life, despite the gloominess T'than doomed you to. If only you would let me show it to you...

 

Var: I can see quite clearly. *her lips actually curved in a small smile. Varria leaned back against the wall, her eyes bearing a new shine when they focused back on the other Jaridian.* You should not feel guilty for the choices you made. I am aware of the nuances behind them. I do not hold you in contempt, nor do the others, Naor'rin. The time for that is long gone. *she leaned forward, resting her elbows atop her knees as she peeked into the small bundle of cloth. The child was beautiful - its iridescent eyes were soulful and deep. He was perfect. Varria reached out for the little hand that greeted her* This child may well prove to be our salvation. I have spoken to the healer Jor'rel and I am aware of his breakthroughs. I just wished you could have come sooner, child. *she raised her eyes to meet Naor'rin's.* They need to know they are safe. The fact that you managed to build a life amongst the Taelons, may shed some light into their paths.

 

N: *She had not expected to hear that. Not so plainly. It had been a short, rather odd conversation. But Naor'rin had the feeling it had not been her words that had had any weight in Varria's decision.* Thank you...

 

Var: Go and speak to them now. *she touched her hand to Naor'rin's.* I need to have a word with your brother... 

 

N: *Her tone was dismissive, but polite. It was amazing how Naor'rin was the one mated to one of the most powerful beings on that ship, yet she did not give it a second thought to obey that woman. She got up, noticing her brother was talking to another Jaridian but he had quickly looked their way.*

 

No: How was it? *he asked, walking towards his sister.*

 

N: Who is she? Why didn't you tell me about her...? *she hissed.*

No: It would not have made a difference. She had to see you. If I had warned you there was a seeker amongst us, it would only make you more nervous. Varria is their spiritual guide, even if they look to me for leadership. You are one of us, Naor'rin. *he faced her.* You and your son, and all those whom you love. *he grabbed her by the shoulders and placed a kiss on her forehead before heading towards the older Jaridian.*

 

N: *She approached the others, trying to drink of the positiveness of No'ram's words for the courage to face them. In the end... she realized, her fear was indeed her enemy. The fact that she let it get in her way was making the others apprehensive about her. It surprised her how it went smoothly after that. There were curious faces, and many questions she had to answer. She talked and listened to them all, wanting to know their expectations regarding their future in the colony, and sharing her own. Naor'rin had come in as the liaison, but that day, she left as just one of them. And there could be peace and serenity indeed, if they overcame the struggle that would be to gain a place on the ship.*
Book Twenty-Three
Part Three
The Jaridian Part Of the Ship
[ Takes place several weeks after "The Return" and “Naor’rin and the Jaridians” ]

*T'lana and J'thir squealed with delight from the basket they were secured in as they were gently pushed back and forth between Cadence and Jenny. It had not taken long for the ship to grow the medium-sized chamber just beyond the infirmary that was now fully equipped with a play area and activity center for the children, surrounded by a garden blooming with vibrant color and scent. Not only was it to serve the needs of active, hybrid children, but Cadence knew T'than hoped that she would also be able to release her own energy there. Ever since the arrival of the survivors from the Blue Colony her mate had been excessively busy, and she and the children had found themselves there at least half of the days of the week under the subtle supervision of the healer and Jenny Madden. The children loved it there and Cadence was happy about that but, for her it was an exercise in frustration! T'than was his usual enigmatic self regarding anything but matters in their home: aside from telling her about the arrival he offered few other facts. Da'an was among them as was Zo'or, though Zo'or was very ill and in stasis. She had pressed him about the rumors she had heard on the news - about them returning on a Jaridian ship, with a Jaridian crew. He had finally given her an answer, vague as it was: Naor'rin was no longer the sole Jaridian aboard. Thereafter he had cut her access to the datastream broadcasts, though he assured her it was only temporary, 'until all the unfounded rumors stopped circulating.'  When she continued to bother him about it he had snapped at her - threatening to punish her - unless she returned to making their children her main focus. Later that same day he had returned to their chambers and spent a tender evening with her and the children, explaining away his earlier harsh words as stress over the current situation, telling her that he did not want to upset and distract her with what he referred to as "The Jaridian Problem." Enjoying his sweetness, she had not argued.

But that did not mean that her curiosity had been quelled...*

Jenny, *she said, feeling the little white basket bounce off her palm, the children now swinging toward her friend,* how are things going with our new Jaridian passengers?

Jen: Nice try, Cadence, but T'than has asked that we not discuss the Jaridians...with anyone not directly involved in the situation. He wants to keep it on a strictly need to know basis. *Actually the Taelon had outright declared the Jaridians a forbidden subject, especially when Cadence and the children were present.*

C - Well, that's perfect because, I need to know! *Jenny laughed and shook her head, her dark hair brushing over her shoulders in wavy strands. She was off-duty today and dressed in a pale pink sweater and soft gray skirt.* Please?

Jen: Wild Jaridians couldn't make me talk so you can stop with your little pouty face. You were not around to see your beloved mate turn into an ogre and threaten your friendly infirmary staff with dungeon torture if we even mention anything about it. *She grinned, and Cadence giggled. They lifted the babies out of the swing and walked through the flowers, patting their backs and rocking them. Both children were yawning.*

C - *Thirty minutes later her son and daughter were sound asleep together in their playpen, and Cadence dimmed the lights in the room, exiting and walking to where Jenny sat drinking a glass of juice in the infirmary's small lounge. Opening the small refrigerator she withdrew a glass of juice for herself and sipped from it.* You know, *she said, her back to the other girl,* ...when people...and Taelons...try and keep things from me I get curious. *She turned around to face Jenny.* Very curious. So much so that I tend to go off and find my own answers...wherever those answers may be...even if those answers are located say....out the front door.

Jen: *grin* T'than knows that; the front door is guarded again...because of your leaving the last time.

C - I know, and I also know that given the right motivation that I could get by those guards. *She smirked, sitting down on a sofa opposite Jenny and taking another sip of her drink.* 

Jen: You couldn't...*Her voice lacked its former confidence when she saw Cadence's grin deepen.*

C - Shall we put it to the test? *she stood up* If I get caught I'll just say that you said it was okay.

Jen: You wouldn't!

C - No, I wouldn't...if you helped to...quench my thirst for knowledge. *She quirked her brow, her look playful at Jenny's feigned indignation.*

Jen: Blackmailer! *Pause, and then a slow grin curved her lips.* Okay, I'll tell you but!!! *Cadence was dancing around.* But you have to promise that you won't do anything stupid...okay?

C - I promise! *She fell on the cushions next to her friend, eagerly waiting for her to speak.*

Jen: Sc'orr went in a shuttle when we received the distress call. There had been a great battle; Jaridians from Earth, not knowing of the division of the original Mothership, sought us out and discovered the Blue Colony. They destroyed that ship, but, some of the Jaridians mutinied, killing off most of the crew. They were a resistance of sorts who were against the occupation of Earth. We now have fifty-two more humans aboard than we started with, eight more Taelons, and twenty-nine Jaridians.

C - Have you seen them?

Jen: Of course, but I don't think any of the humans were anyone you knew...

C - Not them! The Jaridians, do you see them? Naor'rin must be so happy to have friends here now. *She paused and then* They are friendly, right?

Jen: *laugh* Oh yes, very, and yes, I see them and treat them and yes, I think Naor'rin is happy. Some of them are her family after all.

C - Really?

Jen: Yes, a brother and a nephew I believe. I'm just glad that Jor'rel and I have direct access to them from here. The press is even more curious than you!

C - You mean we can get to them...from here?

Jen: *She grimaced. When would she learn to watch her tongue around Cadence?* Jor'rel and I can get to them. You can't. *Cadence was pulling her up.*

C - Please Jenny? Oh please I just have to get a peek at them. This is so exciting!

Jen: NO Cadence...no!

C - Please? I'll never ask you for another favor again Jenny. I just want to peek inside the Jaridian wing...and you know I won't stop bothering you until I do. *She tilted her head and grinned impishly. Jenny looked up at the ceiling for a moment but when she looked back Cadence could see the resignation on her face.* 

Jen: Cadence Blue I swear...you owe me for this...

C - Anything anything, *she said, beaming and pulling her along.* Lead the way! *Jenny led her across the unit and just past Jor'rel's office. She placed her hand against the wall and it evaporated to reveal a small chamber, closed off by another door. Soon that panel was open, revealing a long and narrow corridor. Unlike what she was used to, the lighting here was amber, and the walls were not smooth and shiny but rather, looked to be carved from a rough, grayish stone. Cadence knew the ship could adapt to accommodate the wishes of its inhabitants.* Wow, *she whispered, reaching in and running her fingers over the alien surface.*

Jen: Jaridia is a very hot planet; many of its citizens made shelter underground where it is cooler. Despite appearances, they are a very advanced species - spiritual and artistic.

C - *She looked back, arching a brow.* You have learned a lot from them, I see.

Jen: Yes, I have become friends with several of them. *Cadence stepped over the threshold before she could stop her.* Hey! You can't go in there Cadence! *she hissed* It might be dangerous!

C - You just said they were friendly. *grin*

Jen: *She sighed, her shoulders falling.* You just said that you wouldn't do anything stupid.

C - I'm not. You've already said that this could be dangerous, and I never promised not to do anything dangerous. *She turned and began walking but turned back when she saw Jenny's shadow encroaching behind her.* No, you should stay; the kids can't be alone. *Before Jenny could protest she had darted around a curve.

The corridor widened and soon she stood at a three-way intersection. Voices echoed from the corridor to her right and so she proceeded. It was cooler than what she was used to, and she was briskly rubbing her upper arms. Soon it became brighter, the walls slightly smoother as she emerged into what must have been some kind of public area. Jaridians stood or sat together in small groups, some even chatting with volunteers in such a familiar way that Cadence was certain that these officers had been assigned to the Blue Colony and probably come to know their Jaridian saviors in the last few weeks.

No one approached her but she was drawing stares from both species. She thought in hindsight that she should have changed her attire to that of a uniform, for she did indeed look out of place in her sparkling, pale blue jumpsuit, blonde curls around her face and shoulders.

She smiled shyly at those who met her gaze and tried to look as though she had reason to be there and somewhere to go. Moving into another large chamber she found herself the only human there, feeling rather diminutive among them. The males were enormous and broad-shouldered, and, even the females were statuesque, some a few inches taller than Naor'rin. Though the chambers were Spartan, they were not entirely without warmth: An artfully stitched quilt was casually slung over a padded bench, the table next to it containing a plate of something resembling cookies. Here and there were pedestals adorned with artifacts the likes of which she had never seen. None of the drawings or statuary were remotely close to what T'than had collected and displayed in his quarters on Kiron.

She sniffed the air; someone was cooking something, the pungent smell making her grimace. Once, her mouth might have watered over such a spicy aroma but she moved in the opposite direction. Aside from an occasional fruit or sip of juice, Cadence no longer needed to ingest food - the energy shower gave her everything she needed. Thoughts of how different she had become vanished when she came upon the woman seated at what looked like a potters wheel. She did not acknowledge her, continuing her craft, her hands slick and wet with dark clay. Cadence was admiring the intricate braidwork that kept her heavy hair off of her face when she sensed someone behind her. She gasped, trying to put aside memories of Lyra, and Earth as her eyes climbed up over the warrior's heavy chest plate, to his face.* H...hello, *she gulped. His eyes sparkled with amusement... and moved over her shape without shyness.*

 

Rakal: *It had been impossible to miss such an entrance. He had had to smile at the way the girl had tried to pass unnoticed when everything about her appearance downright screamed: "Hey, look at me!". He had quickly left his group and walked over to investigate the most peculiar - and appealing - stranger.* Hello. *he had a clear accent - almost sounding like French in the way he pronounced each syllable with a sort of purr.* I do not believe I have seen you around here. *he would definitely have noticed.* 

C - I...I've never been here before. My name is Cadence...

 

Rakal: And what might you be doing here, Cadence..*he tested the name. Alien, but pretty. He had to look down in order to look her in the eyes. They were bright - quite an appealing feature. But not so much so as what peeked from under her bodice. He smirked, leaning against the wall and blocking her way.* 

C - I wasn't doing anything wrong, *she said defensively.* I was just looking around and then I saw the woman sculpting and came over to watch. *So far, the sculptor acted as though she was invisible, her green eyes never leaving her work.*

 

Rakal: Ah, you are a spy then? *he crossed his arms before his muscular chest and his smirk broadened to a grin. The jumpsuit almost strained as his muscles contracted against it. She was scared - like a child caught peeking into a forbidden place.*

C - I'm no spy! *He seemed to find everything she said funny, and frankly, his levity was getting annoying!* 

 

Rakal: Or perhaps a lost child who has wondered off from her parents? *she did look childish in the way her eyes regarded him - with sparkles of harmless fury - her lips pouting and her cheeks turning a bright pink. Humans looked funny when they blushed.*

C - My parents? I....am not a child! *she said, flushing with indignation and unfolding her arms. Now his glittering eyes were on her breasts. The V-neck of the outfit displayed her soft cleavage well, and still he teased her!*

 

Rakal: *He looked at her from head to toe. She was much shorter than he. By Jaridian standards, her height was that of a child. Her other attributes, on the other hand...* Why, you are no taller than a little girl. Perhaps I should escort you back home...

C - I am not a little girl! Stop saying that! I am mated to the leader of this ship - T'than. *The soft sound of the sculpting wheel stopped and when Cadence turned she realized that she now had the woman's complete attention. Several more Jaridians entered the room, and each of their faces now bore varying degrees of resentment, and hostility. Perhaps it had not been such a good idea to come here after all...*

 

Rakal: *That was a stronger shock than cold water after a long workout. All signs of amusement were washed away from his face at once. His posture became quite different as well - no longer playful, he had quickly switched back to being a warrior.* T'than's mate? *also the tone of his voice became lower. 

C - Yes, *she said softly, looking away. The way he looked at her now, made her ashamed to admit it, though she did not understand why that was.*

Rak: *The few words he spoke in his native tongue, as if to translate for the others, were harsh as a growl. He took a step backwards, as if suddenly he could catch a disease from her. The Jaridian felt the others encroach. Soon there was a circle around her.* A spy indeed... T'than is quite clever, sending someone so innocent-like into our lair. *the tension was palpable. The girl's jumpsuit had turned into a darker blue from the shadows of those surrounding her.*

C - I am no spy! *she reiterated, her eyes wide and moving over the towering beings who now surrounded her, making any possibility of escape futile.*

Elande: *She stood up and wiped her hands on a towel. She glared down at Cadence; she stood more than a head taller than the human.* Oh, *I* believe you, *she replied, sarcasm sounding somehow wrong on her melodious voice.* T'than is clever as you said, Rakal, but he is not stupid enough to make spies of frail humans. *She took a lock of Cadence's hair into her fingers, feeling its silky softness for a moment and then giving it a rough pull before letting go, making the girl gasp.* Especially ones who occupy his bed. *The males around her laughed lasciviously.* 

 

Rak: *The smile was back on his lips, but it was set in near cruelty. He could not blame the Taelon - he had exquisite taste. It was a waste though - not that he used the girl as his spy, but that she was doomed to share his bed.* 

 

El: No, she is not a spy. She is...*Her lips pursed and she walked a circle around their guest.* ...a little princess perhaps, come to inspect her realm - make certain that we are keeping things in an appropriate manner. To...take inventory of the captives...of the merchandise!

C - You aren't merchandise! You aren't captives either! You and the others who came with you are part of our society now. *They roared with laughter around her.* Why are you laughing? *she demanded* Tell me!

Elande: Why do we laugh? *she asked, her eyeridge raised in mock surprise.* Because it is better than crying... for all we have lost though... you may trust that we will not be docile forever. The day of reckoning will come. *The girl still looked confused and Elande made a derisive noise.* Rakal. You were the first to make introductions. The child is obviously slow so why don't you... enlighten her?

 

Rak: It will be my pleasure... *he nearly bowed to her in feigned reverence* Right this way, your highness... *he pointed her way just as Elande pushed the girl with very little kindness and forced her to follow. Rakal took her down a narrow corridor.*

C - *The air grew heavy as the corridor narrowed, becoming quite claustrophobic.* Where are we going? *she asked, clearly unnerved by their coldness and the parade following them which emanated more waves of hostility.*

Rak: Since I am certain you have already taken a good look of the public quarters - those which are meant for the eyes of our visitors - let us proceed to a more private zone, shall we? *there was a column of Jaridians following them, but Rakal led the way with Cadence following him nearby. They came to a door, which he promptly waved open.* After you... *it was his own private room. Set in simplicity, it had the basics only: a bed that potruded from the wall; a shower cubicle in the farthest corner. There were no windows - or even the illusion of one as there was in the main hall.*

C - *Too many people! There were simply too many of them, pushing up behind her, all intending to crowd into the small room. She had to get away!*

Rak: *He noticed she was shying. There was fear in her eyes. And it was good that she felt it!* Ooh no Princess. You wanted to see, now there is no turning back. *his eyes had only to gaze at one of the others, and she was unceremoniously pushed inside. Rakal followed.* Quite pleasant, is it not? The curfew demands that we spend at least ten hours of our day in seclusion... *she was staring - there was no object to distract her eyes for long, so he was her only focus. He locked his arm through hers and pulled her towards the bed. He felt her shiver but there was not much resistance she could offer.* Have a seat. *Rakal pushed her down so she would sit on the bed.* Not so comfortable as your throne, is it, Princess? 

C - *She was looking up into his face, and then her eyes found his large hand on her shoulder, keeping her seated on the simple bed.* I don't have a 'throne,' *she whispered, but she had to admit that, while the bed would serve as adequate sleeping space, that her own bed was far more lush.* I have never heard about any curfew, *she said petulantly.*

Thrak: It has already begun, *replied a male named Thrak. He had been at the front of the line following Rakal and the others. It had been the most excitement most of them had had in weeks.* Ten...long...hours of it. For us, the confinement is almost as intolerable as the boredom however...I do not believe that Rakal will be bored this evening. Why don't you show her some hospitality Rakal, in return for the 'hospitality,' that her mate has shown us thus far?

 

Rakal: *It was hard to miss the hidden message in Thrak's tone. It wouldn't be that unbearable to go through with it. She was attractive, for a human. He had never liked the human females much - they lacked the spirit of a Jaridian - but this one had something very appealing. She was the epitome of sweetness, and somehow it was alluring.* Well, it wouldn't be that unpleasant, I am quite certain...

C - *Suddenly the hand on her shoulder was exerting force and pushing her backward and down. Was it to be Lyra 117 all over again? She was gasping frantically and pushing against him to no avail!* Please stop! I don't know what you mean I don't!

Rak: *He had to grin. She was indeed a child - her efforts to fight him were ridiculous.* The little princess is nervous... *his knee was on the bed, between her kicking legs. He caught a flying wrist. It was so tiny in his huge palm. Rakal squeezed and pushed it on the hard mattress.* 

Thrak: Let us leave them alone, shall we? *He grinned back at other males. There were a few females in the crowd; they were angry at their situation but in some of their eyes he saw uncertainty at what Rakal was being urged to do. Thrak only laughed and pushed by them, but it was Elande's voice that cut through the air above all the others.*

El: Stop this NOW Rakal! *she yelled, grabbing him by a huge arm. But she was a strong woman.* Get....UP!

 

Rak: *He growled and with a push, freed himself from Elande's grip.* Taking pity on the human, Elande? *she had risen, leaving a rather distraught and trembling Cadence trying to gather herself up on the bed.* She should be made to suffer the same gratitude T'than has shown us!

El: Are you mad? What do you think will happen if you rape her hmm? 

 

Rak: *He looked from Elande to the human. She was on the verge of tears. Her lips were shiny and had the most exquisite taint of pink. Why, the thought was tempting indeed.* Look at her! *all the eyes in the room did, and once again he sensed her anxiety.* Such a pretty little thing. *there was anger, as well as a hint of desire in his voice.* What do you think she would do?

El: That 'pretty little thing' is not the problem you fool! *The crowd had returned to the doorway, scared and respectful of her but unable to leave - inexorably drawn to Rakal's humiliation, and their own.* Would you take the mate of the one who holds the noose around your throat... and ours? T'than would kill you, in the slowest way possible and perhaps for added sport he would add one or two of us to the roster! 

 

Rak: *She was right. Damn her for it!* I am beginning to think death is preferable to this life we are leading! A little emotion would do us good... We are suffocating! 

El: How do you expect to win our freedom? By acting like the animals he says we are? *She looked directly into his eyes; he lowered his, and each successive set she challenged also lowered. Going to the bed she took Cadence's arms and pulled her up.* Stand. *The girl wiped at her nose, and unlike the others around her, looked directly at her, but not with a challenge, but with gratitude. Elande looked away; she would not let that human make her feel guilty!* Rakal, you wanted to show her, so let us continue the tour. 

 

Rak: *He hated that little thing. He grumbled at Elande that she was getting soft but obeyed nonetheless.*

 

El: *She kept her hand on Cadence's shoulder and pushed her always forward - into more bland personal chambers; into a commissary where more Jaridians ate simply prepared dishes off plates set upon long, bioslurry tables. It was nearly institutional! Not at all like the richness of their former chambers, where families dined together on meals handed down through the generations, telling the young ones of cherished lineages long past but still omnipresent because the elders kept them alive.* So Princess, what do you think of your kingdom? It lacks a certain something do you not agree? *Cadence looked up at her, again with eyes that lacked comprehension.* The word is 'culture.' Our culture! Your mate forbids it, but you already know that.

C - No I don't! I don't understand why you are so angry! If this place is not to your liking then create one that is! You are free here...*Her words died on her lips. Elande had grabbed her under her chin.*

El: I am tired of your constant denial! You are his mate! How could you not know?!

C - But I don't! *she sobbed.* Elande growled and shoved her back and she almost fell against Rakal.*

El: Take her back to where she came from! Make certain she takes our grievances with her - back to T'than!

Rak: *He was holding the girl in place, each of his large hands on her tiny shoulders. Why, he could grab her and lift her if he wanted.* I am quite certain she will have much to tell her mate, *he turned her around as if she weighed no more than a feather* ...won't you?

C - *Rakal and Thrak each had one of her arms, and she was half shoved, half pulled in the direction she had originally come. The echo of a familiar voice reached her along the way and she looked over her shoulder.* Naor'rin... *They kept pulling her but then, a command made them stop.*

N: *Her nephew had come running excitedly into Varria's room, telling tales of what had just happened in the lounge. Apparently an unknown human had walked into their chambers. Naor'rin was there, listening as the child told every little detail... but when he had mentioned who that human was, his eyes glittering with excitement, Naor'rin had waited not a second longer and left the room. She did not wait to see if Varria had followed. The wing was small, but still it seemed to take a small eternity to find them.

But find them she did, at last. Naor'rin shouted her order for them to halt and had to push through the small group to reach the two Jaridians, and finally lay eyes on the golden hair and glittery eyes of Cadence.* What is going on here, Rakal?

Rak: Greetings, Naor'rin. This human entered without permission - T'than's mate - here to gloat no doubt. 

N: *So far Cadence was quiet, but already showing signs of relief. Naor'rin made no mention of knowing her, nor was she sympathetic towards her situation. She wanted them to tell her everything without knowing her position.* The humans are welcome to enter these quarters. *her tone was calm. She looked at Cadence, at last. The girl had been crying.* What exactly did you do to her?

Rak: Well, Elande put her in her place, even though the girl continues to pretend ignorance of our situation. I figure one good threat at the infirmary door before we toss her through it should be enough to jar her memory, and send her running to T'than with our demands. *He gave Cadence a small shake and then smiled proudly. Of all the people he could have impressed that day!*

N: I see... *she smirked. Her cool was by a thread. She truly felt like slapping Rakal across the face for his stupidity.* Did it ever cross your thick head that she actually did not know? *she was looking up into his eyes.* Release her this instant! *her cool was gone.* If T'than were to walk in here and find your hands on her, it would be the end for all of us!

Rak: *He growled and pushed the human against Naor'rin. Their actions had not made the impression he hoped they would.* We are tired of treading carefully around T'than when he so blatantly insults us! We will not stand quietly anymore, Naor'rin.

N: If T'than learns that you have dared to touch one hair on Cadence's head, it will be impossible to prove him wrong, Rakal. We have managed to obtain small victories, but what you have done can ruin everything! 

Rak: *It was the second time that day that he was hearing that.* You have crossed to their side!

N: There are no sides anymore! Until you realize that, then I am afraid I have to stand by T'than's opinion. Acting like animals will not grant you a welcome; it will grant your eternal solitude... *for a moment, she ignored the hulking soldier and looked directly at Cadence's face.* Are you all right? *she saw a familiar ghost veiling the girl's green eyes.*

C - Yes I...

Rak: She is fine! *he moved to touch the human's shoulder but his wrist was caught in Naor'rin's slender fingers.*

N: Do not lay another finger on her! *she hissed* Cadence has known the worst of our kind, Rakal. She could indeed be the way into T'than's cooperation, but not like this. You should have shown her our true face, not this mask of aggression that we have worn for too long. You can start praying that I can fix this! *she still had the two males blocking her path.* Now, let us through. *they looked hesitant to move.* That was not a request! *at last they gave in. Naor'rin put her arm around Cadence's waist and moved forward. Not into the common room though - to the first door in the corridor. She knocked once, and after a little while it finally opened. Cadence flinched and looked at her confusedly.* Can we come in No'ram?

No: *Well, this was quite a surprise visit. His ears caught the echo of arguments in the corridor.* What happened? *he asked, making way for his visitors to enter.*

N: That is what I mean to find out. *gently, she lead Cadence inside.* Can you get me some water, please? *while her brother went to the back of the room to answer her request, Naor'rin led Cadence to the two couches and helped the girl to sit.* I am so sorry... *she said. 

C - Don't apologize, *she replied softly.* It wasn't your fault, I was just...

N: *No'ram's shadow was the first indication that he had approached. He moved with remarkable silence for someone of his stature. She noticed the fear in Cadence's eyes.* It is quite all right. You are safe in here. This is No'ram... he is my older brother.

C - Oh, *she said. A tentative smile broke the gloom of her face and she took the proffered glass of water.* I've heard about you... from Jenny.

No: *He knew that name. It belonged to the nurse that had tended his son.* Yes, indeed. She has been a great help to us. *his voice nearly thundered in the room, albeit in a serene tone. He walked to stand behind his sister.*

C - Yes, she is really nice. My children love her... and so do I. She is probably going to be in big trouble because of me. *She shook her head and looked down at the bare floor.* She was right, I shouldn't have come.

N: I would have to agree with her. *Naor'rin knew Cadence's personality always took her straight to problems. But it had also helped her, when no other person could.* What were you thinking, coming in here on your own?

C - *Looking over at Naor'rin, she shrugged.* I don't know what got into me. Well, yes I do... my curiosity. But T'than... he doesn't tell me anything! I heard about what happened to Blue Colony...about the Jaridians. I... I wanted to see! That's all! *She grabbed Naor'rin's hands and shook them gently for emphasis* I didn't mean any harm, I swear it!

N: *That was true enough. It wasn't in Cadence's nature to seek harm to others, but she often got into trouble. T'than would seethe if he knew she had been there.* I know he keeps you in silence. He probably believes the less you know, the less you will be tempted to know more. *T'than was, in the end, the one responsible for the whole situation. If his rules did not put her kind on the verge of madness, Cadence would have been fine and even welcomed into their territory.* You could have been hurt Cadence, *she still wasn't sure if she hadn't been. Cadence was always impeccable in her appearance, but she looked like she had just been in a catfight with someone.* If all you wanted was to know a little more, you could have called me. I'm not permitted to speak of this issue, but I would at least have given you a few answers.

C - You mean like the ones Jenny gave me? *she demanded, heat rushing to her face.* I didn't want that - I wanted the truth!

N: *The truth might have a higher price than they could afford. Cadence was right now - Naor'rin would have withheld all details because speaking would have compromised her position, and hence, her species' as well.* I would have told you what I could. You are my friend Cadence, and you know I do not agree with the way he shelters you from the world... 

No: *So, T'than had bound even his sister to her silence.* That Taelon will never learn. *he folded his muscular arms.* The more he means to keep us a secret, the more things will get out of hand. The humans are afraid to approach us. *and if news of what happened with Cadence became public... they would forever fear them. After all, they had conquered Earth.* He could at least allow you to relay news to the press, so they could become accustomed to our presence.

N: I'm tired of arguing with him about this. *she said, exasperated.* But you see it's just his way - he does it even with Cadence! 

No: So it seems... *he eyed the little human. Seated as she was, she looked even smaller.* Perhaps it is time we set up a new meeting. But first, we should do a damage report. What exactly happened out there? *it was silent now, but No'ram was quite certain that if he opened the door, the echo of arguments would come flooding into the room.* I am their leader, Cadence. You do not protect anyone by withholding the truth. This incident must not be repeated.

C - I protect no one. They were just angry. They didn't... do anything.

~*~

Sc: *It had taken him a total of ten minutes to disengage himself from his duties and walk there. A Jaridian named Varria had called him, snippets of a child's words all the information she had, but it was enough to bring him there. If the situation was anything close to what he had heard it could easily spiral out of control and an incident between the Taelons and the Jaridians was the last thing they needed during such a fragile diplomatic time.

Varria had felt it wise that she accompany him, and the child, Naor'rin's nephew had also come though, he stayed just behind the many folds of the woman's voluminous robes. Varria herself was not effusive in her demeanor towards him. It could just have been her nature, but Sc'orr had the feeling that she did not completely trust him. He could not blame her, given the Taelons' treatment of them thus far.

He rang the chime and waited. A large Jaridian male answered.* No'ram, greetings. I was summoned. Is Naor'rin here? *He knew that she was, but it was best to be polite in the Jaridians' realm. T'than trespassed enough and there was no reason to add to it.*

No: *He had expected anyone but Sc'orr. At a time like this, No'ram had a hard time determining if it was beneficial or detrimental to have him there. Then his eyes spotted Varria standing behind him. She had probably called him... No'ram stood aside and let them in.* Certainly. *His face only relaxed when he saw his son stepping in along with Varria. The corridors were silent now. Probably they had spotted Sc'orr and had the wisdom of obeying the curfew and went into their chambers.*

N: *She had felt his presence. It was a warm feeling, sometimes accompanied by the sensation of butterflies in her stomach. When she heard his voice she sighed in relief. She could think of no one who could aid her better in that situation.* 

Sc: Naor'rin, *he said, smiling when she rose to greet him and embracing her, acutely aware that they were being watched; the small audience looking for any behavior that might make him unworthy of Naor'rin's affections. But there were none, and Sc'orr noted that Varria seemed to relax somewhat. No'ram already knew him.* No'ram, it is good to see you again.

No: *The faint smile was akin to a crevice on his stony features.* Likewise. *he was still not quite accustomed to displays of affection between a Taelon and a Jaridian. Neither was his son, who was looking curiously at the couple. He noticed that Varria was again falling into her role as seeker...* Welcome to my home. I only wish your visit was under other circumstances...

Sc: *He was just about to reply when he finally noticed Cadence sitting on the sofa.* This could be a problem, * he said, just loud enough for Naor'rin and her brother to hear.*

N: It already is... *she whispered back.* We still do not know exactly what happened, but what I saw alone is cause for alarm.

Sc: Cadence, *he said, kneeling down to her level. Then he noticed that her hair was messed, and her cheeks were smudged with dried tears and a little dirt.* She has been accosted, *he said, rising and looking at the others.* I am sure that I do not need to tell you that this could bode negatively for you. T'than's volatility is well known, and that is under the best of circumstances.

No: *He nodded. He was the one responsible for the incident - the nature they did not know yet - because he was the spokesperson for his people and the one who stood as their leader because they did not yet acknowledge T'than.* I am aware of that. It is pointless to express my concern. The negotiations were slow, but we were reaching a point of tolerance... almost understanding. This may ruin everything... *he eyed Cadence. She looked so innocent - he couldn't really bring himself to blame her for the incident at all. No more than he could chastise his son for his childish mischeif.* 

Varria: *She had stood in silence until then, watching the wordless conversation that took place between Naor'rin and Sc'orr. Their bodies seemed to react to each other, even when their minds were focused on something else. It was one of the strongest bonds she had witnessed in her lifetime. Then she herself relaxed and added to the discussion.* The truth of the matter is that T'than is exerting too much pressure upon our people. *she had spoken to many - they were more open to vent their frustrations to her and to No'ram, whom they respected, or even to Naor'rin.* This sterility we live in is suffocating us. He deliberately forces us to reclusion. Ten long hours without any sensorial stimulation are enough to let our minds wander too much. *she had both her hands behind her back, but her shoulders were relaxed. She was speaking to Sc'orr.* My people's emotions are strong - we are known for our passionate ways, but we have no way to release them. Your leader is testing us, driving us to the limit... and the weaker of spirit have failed at last.

N: *She understood that now. In his normal state of mind, Rakal would not have acted so pitifully. They were all frustrated and tense; like a pressure pod close to exploding. Naor'rin knew how it felt to have to stifle her emotions. In her days as liaison, it was difficult to keep her cool.* They are beginning to despair. We should gather in the common room and speak to the ones responsible. They should know the consequences of their actions. But before that, we really must know what happened.

C - *She listened to them talk together, and then they were asking her questions. All eyes in the room were on her, waiting.* Nothing happened, *she said in a soft voice that seemed to have lost its strength permanently.* No one hurt me, and I am fine. *She could not bring herself to tell them about what Rakal had almost done. These Jaridians seemed miserable enough already; she did not want to cause them more trouble. In truth, her mind was still reeling. Had they been telling the truth? Had T'than forbad their simplest comforts - physical and spiritual?*

Sc: Are you certain?

C - Yes, I am fine.

Var: *The girl didn't know how to lie very well. For someone known for her spirit, she was quite quiet and content to give small answers. It was beyond her how T'than would have chosen that girl - at first glance she looked like the complete opposite to him. On the other hand, Cadence looked quite relaxed for someone who had just been assaulted by a group of Jaridians, which was quite remarkable. Varria knew quite well the psychological effect her kind had on the humans...*

Sc: *He turned back to Naor'rin and continued on quietly.* I do not believe she is being entirely truthful, but, what I do not understand is why the others here would wish her harm?

N: She is T'than's mate. They probably look at her as a part of him... and indeed, even I these days feel tempted to punch him in the gut for what he is doing to my kind. And that is not very diplomatic...

No: Regardless, there was no excuse. It is not so much that they rebelled against what T'than does. I can understand that. But they disobeyed me Naor'rin, and went against our directives. This concerns me, because they are giving in...

Var: *She nodded.* Their hope is fading. Some have already stated that they would have preferred to remain on Earth. This disrespect T'than treats us with is like poison to their spirits. *she looked down pensively. Volrath was pulling on her clothes. Varria smiled at him and signaled that he could go. Only then she focused on the others and continued.* We are proud of our heritage, but we are forced to hide it for it is unwelcome in this colony. We are aware that we are a nuisance to the Taelons, more so than an asset.

C - *A little Jaridian boy had moved from the older woman's robes to stand by Naor'rin's brother. He must have been the man's son. He was watching her shyly and she smiled and winked at him, beckoning for him to come closer. He took a few slow steps but stopped just out of her reach.* It's okay, you can come over. I won't hurt you. *She smiled again.

Vol: *She was curious. He had seen humans before, of course. But none had been special enough to come into their home. And none had been T'than's mate. He approached her, carefully. If she was mated to the Taelon general, she must be a formidable warrior too. Though she didn't look like one...*

C - What is your name?

Vol: I am called Volrath. I am from the Dagda clan, like my father. *he spoke proudly. Even filled his chest to look bigger and stronger.*

C - *She smiled sweetly at him and his childish bravado.* That is a very interesting name. My name is Cadence. I don't have a clan though like you do.

Vol: *That didn't sound very threatening. He looked curious.* That is an interesting name too. *he went closer to look better. Why, she didn't seem to have very strong muscles either.* You don't look very dangerous. *he said at last, with the innocence only children have.* But my people are angry with you.

C - I'm not dangerous, *she said.* Here, I'll prove it to you. *She pulled him into her lap and sighed.* Yes, your people are angry at me. They do not trust me, or like me.

Vol: *He couldn't understand why that was. She seemed really nice.* I like you, and I am Jaridian.

C - *She smiled brightly - a first battle won.* You like me? Well, I like you too Volrath, I really do. 

Vol: *Wow, she didn't sound so bad! It was not at all like the others said. She wasn't mean. He smiled at her and relaxed in her lap.* 

C - I have a little boy; he is still a baby, but I bet that he would like you too, and when he is a little older, I know he would enjoy playing with you. Would you like that?

Vol: Yes! *he said without delay.* My aunt has brought Zo'rak here as well. He is still a baby too, so he can't play at fighting and hiding and all that. *Volrath's English was really rough; the child had to pause to think of the words, but he was learning fast and Varria and his father were very patient teachers.* But he is growing really fast, my aunt tells me. Maybe your son can play with us then... and my other baby cousin too. *he smiled.* You know my aunt is pregnant again. *he looked at the group that was chatting not far from them.* She has a baby from Sc'orr. 

C - *She nodded, smiling warmly, enjoying his innocence.* Yes, I know. Your new cousin will be here soon.

Vol: *He swung his legs on Cadence's lap.* My father likes him. He is a Taelon, but he looks like a warrior, doesn't he? 

C - *She looked over at the group. Sc'orr was the same height as No'ram; not as broad through the shoulders, but he filled out his black uniform well.* Indeed he does.

Vol: *He turned to Cadence* T'than must be really tall and strong to be the leader!

C - *She could not help her little laugh, but then she grew thoughtful.* He is not as tall as your father or Sc'orr. *Cadence smiled, thinking of her mate. Despite his smaller stature he had always had a well-defined body and ever since...his change, he was a bit more stocky and muscular looking.* But a warrior is not made based only on his size Volrath, but in the stature of his spirit. T'than is a warrior; his spirit is very great.

Vol: He must be. My father does what he says. *Volrath began to play with his own fingers, and looked down as if shying. He knew it wasn't polite to say those things if Cadence was mated to T'than, but...* He is not nice to us. I can't go out and see the ship. Naor'rin said she would take me, but then she came back and said... *he paused to think of the exact words she had used.* 'it is not permitted.' *he nodded with his head, content on getting the right words, and then looked at Cadence.* We can only go to the infirmary. Jor'rel is nice... *he had given him candy a couple of times.* But there isn't much to do here. Back on our old ship, we had training rooms, and consoles, and simulations... ooh, and there was the big hologram room! And the garden... my mother loved the garden... *he paused, suddenly sad.* We don't have any of that here. And we have to stay home half the time... it's like... like we are grounded!
C - *Her face lit up with her laugh. It was the first time she had felt completely relaxed since her arrival.* That's a good way to put it. I'll have to remember that the next time he tells me that I can't do something.

 

Vol: *He looked up into her eyes. His were shinier than before, but his expression wore only surprise and curiosity.* He gives your orders too? *he had never remembered his father ordering his mother to do anything.*

C - *She looked down, nodding.* It is like you said: Everyone does what T'than tells them to do. I am supposed to do what he tells me also, but, sometimes I disobey. *The child's eyes lit with understanding. Cadence was sure that Volrath had his moments of disobedience; all little boys did.*

 

Vol: Did you disobey him? *she must indeed be really brave. He had heard stories about T'than, stories that would scare little children. Not him though, because he was growing into a warrior!*

 

C - I am not supposed to be here, and that is why everyone is so worried. I sneaked away from the infirmary. You see Volrath, just like you, I am not allowed around the ship either... and you are right: the infirmary is boring. But, next time you are there, ask Jor'rel to take you to the garden - he will know what you mean. There are some swings there, and a few other things too that I think you would like.

 

Vol: *His face lit up with a smile. He liked that human. She was nice, and not afraid or careful like the other humans.* That would be great! *but then there was a momentary pause and the child's expression changed as though he had just remembered something.* But why doesn't he let you out...? You are not a Jaridian.

C - That is a really hard question to answer Volrath. T'than doesn't allow me out alone because he is worried that something will happen to me. With you and your people well... it is hard to explain to someone your age. But let me say this to you: He isn't an evil person. He just... doesn't know how much you don't like being... *smile*... grounded.

 

Vol: *Then T'than couldn't be very smart. But then... Taelons liked their meditations and long periods of isolation. Maybe he thought they did too.* Being grounded is really boring... *he folded his arms, frowning.* 

C - I promise you that I will tell him how you feel. I give my word to you. *She touched her chest with two fingers over her heart.* This is the word of one grounded person to another. *She then touched his chest.* Do you believe me?

 

Vol: I believe in your word. You are brave to disobey T'than... *he whispered in her ear* I hope he doesn't ground you for too long if he catches you. *he rather hoped he would see her again soon.*

C - *She smiled, pulling him in for a quick hug.* I have to go talk with them now. But you and I, we are friends now, okay?

Vol: O-kay! *his cheerfulness caught the attention of his father. He was looking their way, so Volrath slid down Cadence's knee and onto the couch.*

C - *She left the child on the couch and approached Naor'rin and the others as they spoke in hushed voices...but she had heard them.* Is it true? *she asked, looking stronger though the majority of her strength emanated from her large eyes.* These things that you are saying... and the things I heard out there...*she pointed at the door.* Are they true?

Sc: Cadence... I should escort you back...

C - STOP IT! Stop protecting me! *She looked at Naor'rin and No'ram.* I want to know: these grievances you have - is T'than the cause of them? Is it true that he forces your people to live in a way they don't like?

N: You want the truth? *she could read in her friend's eyes that the answer was affirmative.* Than yes, he does. 

C - Are you all... prisoners here; unable to move about this ship freely?

Varria: *It was quite amazing. Her original judgement of Cadence's character had been inaccurate. For such a little thing she did indeed have great spirit. She could practically feel the vibrations of the energy her body emitted. It was explained then why she had been T'than's choice.* We are contained to this specific area of the Mothership. According to your mate, it is for our safety. *it was impossible to miss the sarcasm in her tone.*

No: *He took a tiny step forward to make known he was about to speak.* T'than has written directives, which Sc'orr and I have agreed to enforce, because we believed that in time he would learn to trust us. But we are no more welcome now than we were when we first arrived. This isolation prevents us from interacting with the other members of this colony. So we have few supporters, and our lives have been reduced to a routine too mundane to bear. *he paused, his eyes crossing with Varria's and his sister's.* T'than knows this isolation is unbearable to us. He is putting us to the test, but we can deny our nature no further. You must believe me, my people would never do you harm Cadence. They are... desperate.

C - *She sat back down on the sofa and rested her face in her hands. Volrath was stroking her shoulder softly with his small hand. When she looked up again her cheeks sparkled with her tears.* I'm sorry. I did not know.

Sc: But, the Jaridians hurt you even so...

C - Let it rest Sc'orr. I didn't understand then. *Her eyes slipped back to Naor'rin.* I do now.

N: *She allowed her lips to curve in a sad smile.* Do not fret. This is not your battle Cadence. You were just dragged in by your curiosity... and your willingness to help, I am sure. *she walked from the group, over to where her friend was sitting.* Now, we should return you to the infirmary before T'than notices that you are gone...

 

*She extended her hand to Cadence, and then turned to the others* Sc'orr, can you find a way to divert T'than's attention? It should only take a few minutes to restore Cadence to the infirmary. 

Sc: Yes. I had intended to call upon him earlier regarding another matter. I will do that now. It should allow you more than enough time to take her back.

N: *She approached the group, knowing Cadence was just behind her.* Thank you... *she whispered, rising to her toes and placing a kiss on Sc'orr's lips.* No'ram, maybe it is best if you and Varria have a talk with the others. I will be back shortly... 

 

No: Do you want me to accompany you across the common room? *he was sincerely preoccupied. News was bound to have spread by now.*

 

N: No, it would only make things escalate to a degree of importance that we do not wish to imbue to the situation. Besides, they need to respect me for who I am, not because I'm your sister. *her palm rested against his muscular arm. It was as much of an exhibit of familial love as was permitted in such circumstances.* Cadence, are you ready?

C - Yes but... *she knelt down and opened her arms. Volrath ran to her and she lifted him and turned to No'ram.* Thank you for your hospitality. It was so nice to get to meet Naor'rin's family at last. *She kissed the little boy's cheek softly and then let him down.

 

No: The honor has been ours. *he nodded, quite solemnly. She was, in effect, their queen.*

C - *As they passed by Varria, Cadence nodded.* Good-bye...

 

Var: *She spoke a few words in Jaridian - in short, a small blessing - and then replied in the human language.* Farewell, Cadence. *she turned to Naor'rin.* I would like to resume our conversation later. 

 

N: I will return as soon as the situation is rectified... *she was learning a lot from Varria - having spent so long away from her species, and departing so early in her training, Naor'rin was welcoming the opportunity to embrace her studies again. And she had found a new openness in her spirit. The Taelon energy in her system had had enhancing effects over some of her abilities. Having Varria to help her control them was a true blessing. She nodded at the older Jaridian and with a caress over Volrath's head, left the room.*

C - *Most everyone kept a respectful distance as they walked across the large chamber toward the corridor that would lead them back to the infirmary. Again came the soft, grinding sound of Elande's pottery wheel and Cadence moved in that direction.* It will just take a moment Naor'rin don't worry! Sc'orr even said he would buy us more time than we needed.

 

N: Yes, but... *too late. Cadence was already on her way... Naor'rin could do nothing more than follow. Her heart was beating too close to her throat for comfort.*

 

C - *There was no stopping her, and once more she was mesmerized by the spinning disk, and a piece of clay that seemed to become alive in the artist's hands. She appeared to be making a vase, with a tall body and intricately fluted mouth.* It's very pretty, *she offered shyly.* Are you going to paint it?

El: Mm, *the woman acknowledged with a nod, but Cadence was persistent.*

C - What color will it be? I love blue, and green...and purple!

El: *The wheel stopped and Elande looked at the human, her expression clearly shocked, and then relaying that she couldn't care less what colors Cadence liked. But the little thing was not intimidated it seemed, and... she grinned at her! Cadence's smiles were contagious, because Elande's lips quirked, just for a second.* I am making it for No'ram, to hold Jaridian Kama-lilies. They remind him of his mate, who is gone now.

C - Yes, I know. Volrath mentioned her to me and became very sad.

El: Mm... A boy without his mother, and No'ram having to hide how he feels so the child will not become upset.

C - I think the vase is a very nice gesture that they will both appreciate. I can get some of those flowers. If you let me know when the vase is done I will bring you some!

El: I doubt T'than will allow that, *she grumbled, but Cadence's sunny cheer seemed to never be exhausted.*

C - I am going to talk to him about that; things will change I'm sure!

El: So, it is true what you said that you did not know anything about what we accused him of.

C - No. *she shook her head.* I didn't know, honestly.

El: *There was no accusation in that soft voice, which made it all the more painful, and embarrassing, but it had to be done, for honor's sake. She looked down and then wiped off her hands and stood, eye level with Naor'rin and looking down upon Cadence.* I... am sorry for what happened, Cadence. 

 

C - *She shrugged.* Don't worry about it. There is nothing like some bone-chilling fear to get my blood pumping in the morning. *She arched a brow and grinned playfully.*

El: *She quirked another quick smile and looked to Naor'rin.* Perhaps she was a Jaridian in another life; she has spirit.

 

N: *She had kept quiet until that moment, and had to return Elande's smile. It was rewarding in itself to see it on a Jaridian's face these days* I have often wondered about that myself. 

El: *She nodded and then noted Cadence eyeing the wheel.* Would you like to learn how to make something?

 

N: *There it was... she was already guessing Cadence's response from the way the girl's face lit with joy. But there was no time!*

C - Yes! *she cried, jumping up and down, oblivious to Naor'rin's negative head-shake.* Oh yes! Teach me please?

~*~

*Twenty minutes later, Cadence, surrounded by a small group of Jaridians including No'ram and Volrath, again started the wheel and began sliding her hands over her creation - a bowl which had one tall side melting into a shallow side. Her hands and face were covered in dark brown clay, and her hand slipped and she shot herself in the face with a large glob, making herself, and the crowd, laugh... and she was having a ball!

~*~

Jen: You see T'than? *Jenny asked the rigid Taelon as they watched the jolly scene across the chamber.* When I called you I told you there was no need to get excited. I knew she was fine - I was just saying that she was late. *Cadence's laugh rose above the others; joyful, as she was sprayed with yet more blobs of clay.*

 

GT: *He was just a little too still to feign relaxation. That was the last thing he had wanted happening. It wasn't enough that she had to be friends with Naor'rin! Cadence had not only disobeyed his direct order, she was having fun with it! T'than's nostrils were flaring and his eyes were shooting daggers at those surrounding her. Couldn't she see? She was undermining his power! How would he expect the Jaridians to obey him when his own mate did not!* How could you allow this? *he turned his rage on Jenny, even though she had been the one to inform him of the situation.* I specifically commanded you to keep Cadence out of this wing! 

Jen: Don't you dare yell at me! *she hissed, her dark eyes glittering into his.* Maybe if you weren't so confining with her she would not have the need to escape! Did you ever think of that? No, you just want to drop her in our lap so we can be the bad guys; well I'm through with it! Like your children she needs outlets, and that isn't being cooped up with us in the infirmary! She needs to play T'than, can't you see that? Look at her - she is so happy, and nothing happened to her.

 

GT: Not for the moment, it has not... *his eyes glittered maliciously.* But those responsible for this will be punished! *Jenny had pressed on his patience for too long. And worse, she had dared address him in a tone other than that of fear! Already Cadence's actions were sorting their effect on the respect and fear his underlings showed him. That had to stop! If he had to put her in chains, it had to stop!* It is time this happy scene comes to an end. *he had seen enough, and was quite sick with it!*

Jen: If you are going to go over there and drag her away you can do it alone. I won't be a party to this! *she turned to go back, but then turned to face him again.* You need to deal with the Jaridians; their ambivalence is quickly turning to hatred. *She looked over at Cadence. Volrath had hugged her and was now standing with his arms out, grinning from ear to ear at his clay-covered appearance.* It seems that Cadence was able to do in a few hours what you have not been able to achieve in weeks: make peace. *she turned on her heel and walked away, a curse under her breath as she pushed by his two volunteers.*

 

GT: *He stood, his face twisted in a grimace of hatred. She was doing more damage than good - but everyone always protected Cadence. That was her greatest weapon - to be loved by all - to hold people to that love and make them dance to her music. Well, he would dance no longer.* Fetch her. *he said coldly to the two hulking volunteers that were beside him.*

 

N: *She had been enthralled by the scene, but after a while began to feel nervous again. It was taking her too long - but time flies when one is having fun, and Cadence seemed to be having a blast.* I hate to interrupt the party, but we must get going. *she extended her arms to Volrath, who took them quite reluctantly. She heard a few voices asking Cadence to come back, but what happened next turned cheer into sadness... and anger. She heard steps, too uncareful and heavy to be those of a Jaridian. Naor'rin turned to see two implanted volunteers make their way across the room. When they moved closer she caught a glimpse of a shinning black jumpsuit in the distance... T'than was there!* 

C - *It was when Naor'rin had called her that she had felt it - felt him! Cadence realized that what she had only intended to be five minutes of fun had been longer - how much longer she did not know. She turned, her disheveled hair caked with clay in the front. She wiped at her nose, only making the smudges on her face worse; the evidence of her mischief. Naor'rin looked worried and for that Cadence was sorry. Volrath was pulling at her hand but she urged him back, and No'ram came and pulled him back into the circle of onlookers. They knew T'than was dangerous; she knew it too, and she was scared. She could see Elande watching her intently from the corner of her eye. It was almost as if the woman were silently supporting her - urging her into action, and having just won her respect, Cadence was not about to disappoint her. The volunteers came and took her by the arms. It was not unlike how those two Jaridians had treated her earlier. They escorted her forward; T'than getting bigger and bigger. She nearly fainted when she felt his rage encircle her and begin to smother her.*

 

GT: *The two drones were dragging her towards him, but it felt to T'than like his own aura was reaching out with red tendrils and commanding the strings that made the creatures move, bringing her closer and closer... His rage was palpable, just as was her fear. It was always like that - he got angry, she became afraid. But never once had she dared defy him in public and resist his pull. And his patience, his composure, was holding by a thread!*

 

C - *She took a deep breath and stopped. The two drones looked vaguely surprised, but when they tried to pull her forward the last few feet Cadence blushed brightly and an electrical "snap" was heard; the two men now each holding a burned hand. She ignored them, and bravely met T'than's gaze.*

 

GT: *T'than raised his chin, making his eyes look like no more than sparkling slits on his face. His order, albeit silent, was clear. He still had a pull on her - reaching mentally would be his last resource, but he would make of her an example if he had to!* #Cadence...# *he could guess what she meant to do, and there was a painful promise in the way he uttered her name.* 

 

C -  *She said nothing, and then turned and walked back to the group of Jaridians. Volrath looked as though he thought she was a superhero. She turned back then, silently daring T'than to come forward and get her himself.*

GT: *A battle of wills it was. He did not move either. T'than knew that if she took him too far, he would go into that place that granted him incredible speed... but also unspeakable fury. And he could not afford to lose control in front of so many.* #Return to me at once!# *he said it simply, so only she could hear him. But it seemed her mind was set on destroying his chances of keeping it private! And she was defying him! Defying his leadership! She, of all others, whom he had molded to be the perfect mate!*

 

C - They want to speak with you, *she said simply.

 

GT: *His tone was a little too devoid of emotion to be anything else than a product of his impeccable self-control.* It is not the place, nor the time. *he looked past her. It was impossible to miss the many reptilian eyes staring at him expectantly. Some were even enjoying it. Cadence's mischief was going too far.* 

C - This is the perfect place, *she said, unusually quiet again.* The pressure here is palpable; surely you feel it too. And it is not only the Jaridians T'than; you have not been yourself since they arrived.

 

GT: *There had been much to do since they arrived - he had neglected her and his family, but it was temporary. But such private issues were to be kept that way: private!* # We will discuss that at home. Come!#  *but to his dismay, she was insisting on keeping it audible! Such shame she was putting him through. They needed to see him as merciless! No doubt by now they scorned him as leader - one who did not even know how to control his own mate!* Cadence... *he hissed. A final warning...*

C - I know. You want your mate back - in your quarters, and I will gladly go but first, I want my mate back, and he won't come back until you resolve this situation! *Her voice had steadily risen, her last words ricocheting off the walls around them.*

 

GT: *He could no longer stand by and do nothing. Slowly, he glided from where he had stood by the entrance to the large chamber and approached her.* This situation is resolved. *he hissed.* All of you, go back to your rooms. The spectacle is over. *he gripped her arm and roughly turned her around. She looked... pitiful. Covered in clay, scarred by time spent with them. They had filled her head with thoughts of freedom, no doubt. Poisoned her mind against him! He would have none of that.* And you... *he looked at her, fury as much as disappointment making his eyes shift in colour.* You forget your place once again... *his hand pressed more tightly. He wanted her to suffer!*

C - *She grimaced, and tears were slowly escaping, one by one over her cheeks. She stepped forward, her body nearly touching his.* I know my place, *she said, looking up into his face.* I know it; I chose it when I chose you but T'than, I cannot be happy in that place knowing that this ship - my home - is in disarray. I can feel the unhappiness! It clings to you even though you pretend all is well for my sake.

 

GT: Be silent, insolent child! *suddenly he could have no more of that - no more of those large soulful eyes looking into his - and he pushed her away. He was again the same T'than that knew not the boundaries between love and hate. The Taelon who had never known bliss, except when he had first laid eyes on her. And it sent his spirit into turmoil.* This issue is closed. *there was termination in his voice.*

C - But, they aren't happy! *She gestured widely over the group, which was growing in size.* Do they look happy to you?

 

GT: *He only took one small glance.* They are alive. *he had spared them, but was beginning to question the wisdom of that decision.* It is enough.

C - No, it isn't! *The last thing that she wanted to do was embarrass him, but, she had to make him see!* Volrath, *she called softly,* come here please.

 

No: *His son was by his side. No'ram kept a protective hand over the child's shoulder and his fingers gripped more tightly when Cadence called him. He was ahead of the group, as if protecting them, and slowly pushed his son backwards.*

C - Please No'ram? Who better to speak than someone who has no agenda? Someone who is innocent of deception and subterfuge.

 

No: *He had conversed with T'than many times since their arrival. The Taelon had always received his words with suspicion, sometimes, even contempt. Cadence was right in one matter: the only ones in the room whose hands were not covered in blood from the other species, were she and his son. But letting him go - the last living memory of Zhestra - straight to the devil's hands.* Go Volrath...

 

Vol: *His fingers gripped tightly at his father's jumpsuit. T'than wasn't big like he thought; he didn't look very muscular either. But... he was impressive. And very angry.* I don't want to go...

 

No: *He kneeled down, at eye level with his son.* I will not let any harm come to you. *but he felt quite nervous about letting go of Volrath.* Besides, you are my son. And a brave warrior. I am certain you will do just fine...

 

Vol: *He nodded and sniffled. He didn't want to cry. Not from fear. He looked at his father and nodded, then exchanged reassuring looks with his aunt and walked forward.*

C - Don't be afraid. *She lifted the child and stepped forward, feeling him tense. He was seeing the demon from all the stories he had heard.* This is Volrath, Naor'rin's nephew.

 

GT: *He looked, for the most part, unimpressed. The youngling did not look threatening... now. But children grew. And a Jaridian's nature could not be changed.* What do you expect to accomplish by this? *his eyes dropped to face the child. He turned away and hid against Cadence's neck. T'than smirked. His eyes caught No'ram taking a small step forward, but the large Jaridian was halted with a simple stare. Naor'rin was there as well, her hand on his arm. No doubt he would strike if she did not hold him.*

C - Volrath, tell T'than what you told me earlier. I want you to tell him... if you are happy.

 

Vol: *He still kept his face hidden, and was in a perfect position to whisper in her ear.* But he will ground me... and my dad... and the others... *he was really confused.*

C - It's okay. You won't be punished. We are friends, would I lie to you? *smile*

 

Vol: No... *he said simply, and pulled his face from its hiding place. He still could not look into T'than's eyes though. It felt like the Taelon was trying to kill him with his stare alone. But he had to be brave... his father was counting on him. He looked behind Cadence's shoulder. His family was there. His father nodded his approval at him, and his aunt had admiration and encouragement in her eyes. All the others looked hopeful. He could not fail them!* I... I said I did not like it here. I don't have anything to play with. And there is nothing to do. And there are no windows... and gardens, or places to play and train. And we're sad... *he was talking to the floor, as though the words were written there, though once in a while he peeked to see the face of the Taelon. It only made it harder to speak!*

 

GT: That is all very touching... but I fail to see the point. *he had both his hands behind his back and wore his most impeccable mask of coolness. The very one he only wore in moments of extreme tension.* I had this wing built especially for them, and so far, I have kept them from being harassed by the population.

 

C - Don't you see T'than? He is only saying, more simply, what his people are saying! *She was impassioned and flushed, and without thought, to the gasps of the crowd, she shoved the child into his arms and stepped back. Volrath was face to face with him, his eyes huge, and somewhere between fear and awe.* So, how will you answer him? Will you tell him that his people are to always be prisoners? That he is doomed to grow to manhood in captivity, forever denied.... *She stopped, her emotions closing her throat. The final word was whispered.*...life?

 

GT: *He knew that if he made one false move, the Jaridian mob would snap. The tension was palpable, and they were already nervous as it was from the rules they were reticent to obey. They saw him as an enemy again; especially No'ram, who had been nothing but cooperative so far. But of course, that was his child - albeit a frightened and fragile one. T'than took one good look at the infant. This time, Volrath held his gaze, though he blinked too many times for one not trying to hold back his tears. T'than smirked and let him down.* Go to your father. *the child was left staring up at him for a moment, then turned and ran to No'ram's side.* They know that if I wanted to deny them life... they would not be breathing right now. *he focused back on her.* They live a simple life, but it is what is possible at the moment. #And you should not meddle in business that is not your own!#

C - *She did not shy from his gaze, though she offered the acquiescence he wanted.* # Punish me if you must... but don't punish them... please?#  *And then, she spoke again, the former demand in her voice changing to a plea.* Be the father your children can respect because he rescued the Jaridians and gave them freedom and purpose... not because he made them into slaves.

 

GT: *His face was pale. His expression stony. The smirk appeared slowly, as though it was necessary to carve it into his marble features.* Slaves? *his words were hissed, as though he was savouring them on his tongue.* No. I gave them a home, and they repay me by turning your mind against me. *he called in the two hulks with a mere glance.* If you dare resist them, I swear I will make truth of your fears Cadence! *they were both unwilling to get a hold of her, but T'than's glare was far more intimidating than a new shock.* Take her away.

 

N: *She could not stand quiet any longer!* You cannot do this T'than! Cadence is right - it is not fair.

 

GT: I know what you have to say. I have heard it many times, and I am tired of it, actually. *he snapped, keeping her at bay with his glare only. The others looked tense. He saw in their postures that they were struggling between charging and staying put.* My position stands, and it  will not change. As for Cadence, she will be dealt with, as are all who betray me! *unfortunately, he would have to make her an example. He could not tolerate being defied.*

 

N: She is not to blame. I brought her here! *she felt her brother's hand on her arm. His eyes told her what he thought of the craziness she was about to commit.* Will you be placated then, if you punish one of us; if I admit to be the one responsible for the cheerful scene you were forced to witness? For the truth you refuse to accept?

 

GT: *It was tempting. Naor'rin and Sc'orr both escaped his control quite a few times. He did not like that. But, he knew the Jaridian was lying. She had not seen Jenny arrive with him; so she did not know that he knew Cadence had walked there by her own will. He smiled, cruelly.* Brave, but foolish of you Naor'rin. Your offer is tempting, but your words are but a lie.

 

N: What would you have me do then? *she walked forward. The two minions were holding Cadence, and they were standing behind T'than.* What would you have us do to win our right to freedom? We have already committed the greatest sacrifice. Many of those here lost those they love. You know what it is to lose - your every action is driven by that fear. No'ram lost his mate; Volrath lost his mother. Think of what it would be like to lose Cadence; to come back to an empty chamber; to be locked away with your grief with naught a single opportunity to shun your thoughts behind the usefulness of your work. *he was unmoved, but she had his attention.* T'than, we want to mourn, and go on. Have they not passed your test by now, welcoming your mate, receiving her in their midst as one of our own?

 

GT: She is not one of your own...  # She is mine! # *he was about to turn and leave when something rather dangerous happened. The door was suddenly blocked. The crowd that stood with No'ram was smaller now, because at least four Jaridians were blocking the way out. He smirked, his posture becoming aggressive.* If this is how you expect to change my mind...

 

N: It is not. *she walked to him and offered her palm.* This is.

 

GT: *That, he could never have foreseen. Naor'rin had always avoided him like a cat avoided water! But to his surprise, there was no fear in her eyes, only resolve.* What are you trying to do?

 

N: Share with me. See their life through my eyes and feel their grief through my heart. If yours is not capable of feeling, and your mind if not capable of imagining it, then I will show it to you firsthand!

GT: *Such despair imbued in her actions. Yet, she had never dared face him with such certainty as in that moment. There was strength in numbers, and the Jaridians were acting as a team, even though most of them remained silent and still. Their strength was formidable and once set in motion, quite unstoppable.  For most... but not for T'than.* Request... denied! 

Thrak: *He waited for T'than's response; as expected, Naor'rin's gesture was refused. His eyes crossed with Rakal's; a silent agreement. In a single wave they moved from where they stood, rushing the drones who were watching T'than and Naor'rin, and though their reflexes were good they were not good enough in their shock to repel two Jaridians as large as they were.*

C - *Her gasp was lost amongst many when the guards were literally pushed off of her, and then, she was flying! Thrak had picked her up, and he and Rakal had returned to the opposite side of the room, setting her back on her feet where they were seemingly absorbed by the crowd. Her sight was blocked as row after row of Jaridians moved in front of, and behind her. The hands on her arms were still there, but now they were huge...and reptilian.* 

 

GT: *He had turned to leave, but his eyes had locked on Cadence being carried away by the two beasts. T'than's paling eyes watched the scene, his body moved along as if pulled by invisible strings. His rage was like a beast drumming at his temples. They had dared to disobey... dared to touch her... dared to take her away... dared to strip him of his power!* 

Thrak: *He let go, leaving her with Rakal and moved to the forefront of the group. He put his hand out to halt the other's progress, and warriors came to stand with him, tense and at the ready.* You will accept Naor'rin's... invitation, T'than. If you do not, then what Naor'rin said will come true for you: You will return to an empty chamber.

 

GT: *He did not recognize this male. His meetings had been mostly with No'ram. But the huge Jaridian was silently in accord with what was happening. T'than knew he would do nothing - he had deliberately delivered the reins to the hands of those he commanded.* Your threat is idle! *he hissed, though his tone was beginning to change.* You accomplish nothing by harming her, except your own destruction...

Th: *His dark lips gleamed as he smirked.* Oh, no, we would not harm her; that would be the behavior of savages...and we are not. We would simply... keep her, since she understands us better than you ever will. In time she would come to accept us... perhaps even to allow one of us to take her as our own. I believe she would be far happier with us than with you.

C - No! *she said, but her voice absorbed into the leather-clad bodies around her. She pulled against her captor but Rakal's grip was sure. She twisted around so she could look up into his face. Gone was his former contempt. Now he looked protective and fatherly but when he moved and the light hit him from a different angle, paternal care was replaced with something she saw in T'than's face often: the look of a male protecting his mate.* No, this is not the way! Please release me!

 

Rakal: *He diverted his eyes from the battle and looked down at the human. She had made the first move; she had taken the step that he and his people should have when T'than first began to oppress them.* You understand us now. You understand our grief. We cannot withstand this death by oblivion any longer!

C - Yes, I understand you and your people, and I will continue to speak for you but... you must let me go! 

 

Rak: *Even in the tension of the moment, he managed to smile at her.* You need not fear us. We would not harm you. And we know now you can find a life of fulfillment with us. *she had been like light in those dark places they were forced to call their home.* T'than will harm you no longer. Nor will he harm us. *his lizard eyes returned to the two combatants: T'than and Naor'rin, whose hand was still raised in waiting.*

C - *How ironic that mere hours ago they could not wait to be rid of her, and now, they held her close to them, believing she needed protection. She had to admit that, considering T'than's rage they might be right...*

 

GT: *He could not see her material body, but the emanations of Cadence's aura were visible amongst the crowd. She was larger than any of them.* Barbarian fools... *his tone was changed.* I could easily be rid of you all... lock this wing, deprive it of air and nourishment... purge you into space for a very... slow... death.

Thrak: As we are trapped on this ship, stopping you from going through with that would likely be impossible, but know this: you would then force us into taking action against Cadence. If we die, so does she. *No'ram glared at him. Thrak knew he was overstepping his authority; he was not the leader. But, to his satisfaction, No'ram did not seem to be rushing to return the girl.*

 

No: *Volrath was still holding on tightly to his leg. His child was alive, and what was happening was jeopardizing that. At last he decided it was time to make his move. He placed one hand on Thrak's shoulder, pushing the younger Jaridian slightly backward so he could take the lead.* Go to Cadence Volrath. *he said, without looking down at his son. He knew that being close to her was the safest place in the ship.* T'than, we are on the verge of madness. My sister's request is simple. If you are strongly convinced that our destiny is to remain in this emptiness, then we will abide by Thrak's promise and keep Cadence. If only because that would grant us the freedom of death.

N: *No'ram was speaking of collective suicide.* Please, T'than. *being so close to him she could already read his change. It had been akin to that which he had suffered during their fight when the Jaridians had attacked Earth.* Share with me. *he could kill her if they did. Her defences were strong now since her change, but T'than was still the Taelon and his mental powers were overwhelming.*

Sc: *He had discovered too late that T'than was not there to receive his call, and barely had he arrived back in his office and realized that T'than was likely on his way to retrieve Cadence when Varria had called him again - her news this time even more ominous: The Jaridians were close to rioting.

He was met at the Jaridian wing by several warriors, but thanks to his rapport with them they allowed him inside. He wanted to go to Naor'rin but this time the four males stopped him, keeping him at the threshold. T'than and his mate were in some sort of standoff and Cadence was nowhere to be seen.* What is going on here?

Warrior: An ultimatum *said a low, growling voice.* 

Sc: *He did not reply. His mind was too occupied with reaching out to her and assuring that she was unharmed.*

 

GT: I will not give in to your pitiful blackmail, Naor'rin...

 

N: I will put this to an end. They will release her. Just share with me... *her palm was tingling already, pure white lightning-like light emanating from it. She had to keep her focus - she had to protect the life growing inside of her. In the back of her mind a voice called her. She was not alone anymore - Sc'orr was there, but she could not bear to look at him.* T'than!

 

GT: *His eyes were still focused past Naor'rin. He could see her, her aura was like colour in a world of black and white; like life in a graveyard. But motion before him caught his attention. She was on her knees. Naor'rin had knelt; in front of him, in front of her people.*

Sc: *He stood on the precipice of fear when she dropped; her people might never accept her back after such an action. But then again, what price would desperation and despair exact on them...on everyone on the ship?

 

N: Share with me. I beseech you... *there were exclamations coming from the crowd. Naor'rin knew she had just lay down her pride - probably her honor too - before her entire species.*

 

GT: *He was not moved. T'than did not want to give in to blackmail, but it was a no-win situation. Unless...* Rise. 

 

N: *She did, automatically, and when Naor'rin raised her head, she was faced with T'than's palm turned out to her.*

 

GT: I might kill you... 

 

N: *She simply smiled at him.* I do not care. You will simply dig your own empty grave if you do. *she was pressing her palm to his as she spoke. Behind T'than, there was the sound of a minor struggle.* 

Sc: No! *he said, moving forward in her direction, but the soldiers stopped him. He was strong, but after all, only one.* Naor'rin stop! I will find another way to resolve this situation without putting you in danger! *His last words were muffled as he was blocked and dragged back.*

N: # It will be all right...# *were her final words before she closed her eyes and let him in.

 

T'than was not gentle in the least. He meant to create a riot in her mind, but she dodged him skillfully. Naor'rin wanted to show him only a little part, but he was reluctant to see. He was after his own revenge - by launching chaos into her mind he could avoid seeing the truth. But she was not a little girl anymore. And her time with the Taelon had taught her much.

 

T'than went so low as to try to impose his own memories upon her - memories of the assault on her vessel, on what had happened to her friends; of his pleasure at defeating her during their confrontations. But this was the final confrontation. Naor'rin would not lose - not this time. This war was not being fought for her. She was fighting for her family, for her kin, for Sc'orr and the children they would have; including the one that grew strong and healthy in her womb.

 

He pushed, and she dodged. When he retreated to gather his strength, she opened her mind to the events of the last few months. The despair of her people. Their want to become part of what world, to share their knowledge so it would not be wasted and lost.*

 

GT: *He was impressed. She had evolved beyond his expectations. But he was still extremely angry, and extremely frustrated. He launched what was clearly an attack, putting all his psychic force into it and felt her defences give in somewhat. Outwardly, his lips stretched in a smirk. Naor'rin grimaced. He pushed deeper, one strong blow after another until at last she gave in. And then... he was there, inside her mind, like he had been once. Free to roam through every door - pleasure, pain, despair, terror. They were all for his taking. He saw her as a child, on Jaridia. Saw her grow and pain over her parents' deaths. Saw her train, and captured. It was quite a ride to see the Taelons through her eyes... to see Zo'or's weakness...

 

But before he noticed it, she had locked the doors behind him. He was trapped and could not go back. The images followed, one after the other. The feeling poured into him; the emotions, the images, played at too great a speed for his mind to register. And then they slowed down, and T'than saw himself lying in one of the Jaridian rooms - locked, alone with his demons; seething. His soul wanting to crawl away from a body that was forced to remain still and silent. Hope withered and died like a flower left in the burning sun. 

 

And he saw the remnants of what Zo'or had implanted there - the Jaridian slaves; what had happened to Cadence, all mixed with fears of those memories becoming real through his hands.

 

N: *Her knees felt weak; her head was about to explode, but she pressed with all her might.* # SEE.#  *she cried, as the Taelon began to cry as well. He was fighting her back; T'than knew imprisonment now. He was inside her mind and she was keeping him there, forcing him to stay; stopping him from leaving. At last his strength erupted. He pressed past her defences, turned her memories against her...*

 

GT: *Had to get away. Had to return. Had to live!!! T'than pushed against the closed doors. The pressure was so great he felt Naor'rin willingly giving in. She was afraid... not for herself - for the child. Sc'orr's child. For her family. And T'than too wanted to return to his...

 

When he opened his eyes, they were both kneeling on the floor. Naor'rin had not yet awakened from the trance. T'than realised he was holding the doors to her mind widely open. The room was silent - this was his chance.* Release Cadence... *he said, in a voice that seemed to have not been used for a long time.*

Thrak: *He looked toward No'ram, and easily read his expression, and put words to it.* Not until we know your plans.

C - *Something major was happening - the crowd was reacting strongly, but like the child at her side they kept her sheltered from it, Rakal even pressing down on her shoulders if she tried to stand on her toes. T'than seemed fine now from what she could sense, but earlier, a wave of nausea had swept over her. Searching his thoughts she was met with mental static, as if he had been overloaded. But now, the tension was rising again - from him - from everyone around her! What was happening?*

GT: *With great effort he got up, pulling Naor'rin with him. He held her up, his arm around her narrow waist.* Release her, or Naor'rin dies...

Sc: *He was frantically reaching out for her but her presence was vague and unfocused.* # Naor'rin! I am here! Draw on my strength. Think of our beautiful child; she needs you...# 

 

N: *There was a voice in the distance.* # Sc'orr...# *her own mental projection was weak, like a sound muffled by walls - the psychic walls that T'than had raised around her, keeping her captive and unable to awaken.*

 

Sc: *He had no choice; he blushed, though he did his best to contain it and keep it mild, but it was enough for him to be able to break through the Jaridian blockade. He now stood in the arena, facing his leader.* T'than. I am your ally, and yet you threaten my mate! Killing her will not save yours!

 

GT: Your mate is a traitor! *he eyed Sc'orr reprovingly.* Killing her will give all those who dare stand against me and very hard lesson! *his eyes faced Sc'orr's, and then No'ram's. The Jaridian hadn't spoken much, but he was allowing events to take place.*

Sc: You will send this colony into chaos, and death! If you kill Naor'rin you will plunge us into a civil war! When the humans learn of this they will start taking sides and the fighting will go on until there is no one left. *He paused, trying to reign in his rushing emotions. He wanted Naor'rin back; he wanted peace; he needed to be calm. His next words were delivered calmly, in the rich tones that had always made him an excellent speaker.* Blue Colony is gone. Would you risk this one as well?

 

GT: *What did Sc'orr take him for: a fool? Saving that colony was what he was attempting to do. But everyone was standing on his path, even Cadence. When he was the leader! T'than grunted and looked at Sc'orr with something close to scorn twisting his features.*

 

Sc: You see T'than, much more is contingent on the outcome here today. The Jaridians are not the only ones who fight for the lives of the last of their kind - we do also.

 

GT: *That seemed to calm him down somewhat. War... True, he was a warlord. That was what T'than had been raised to be. He looked from Sc'orr to the slumbering body he still held, and then at the Jaridians. He did not want to go back to those times of conflict... of countless deaths... of loss. His Shaquarava was burning in his empty palm, wanting blood. And he was ready to kill! Suddenly there were emotions assaulting him - strong enough to make him dizzy. He did not vacillate, standing as threateningly as before.*

Elande: All we are asking for is a chance. Let us prove ourselves, *she said from the crowd.*

Sc: You are a strategist. Free them and give them work and I am certain that you will find this battle - the battle of integrating three species - far more interesting than keeping these beings isolated until they perish. *No'ram was nodding approvingly, and stepped forward to speak.* 

 

No: If you refuse to listen to us, T'than, then at least give your second in command the credit he is due.*T'than held his sister a little tighter. No'ram was making a titanic effort not to attack and rescue her. But he knew that was not his place anymore. It was Sc'orr's. He had his kind to think of.* We do not want anymore war. We are weary of violence. T'than, some of your species have a debt of gratitude towards us, for we allowed them a chance to endure. We ask no more than the same for us. An opportunity at a new life. A life shared with the humans and your kind. *he stopped, now several steps away from his underlings, and just a few away from the Taelon leader.* Let my sister go. 

 

Sc: *It had taken gargantuan effort to not run and take Naor'rin from him, but finally T'than turned to him. 

 

GT: Sc'orr... *he was calling. Slowly, his hand slid off Naor'rin's. She moaned in discomfort but did not regain consciousness immediately.*

Sc: *His long legs carried him to her and when T'than relinquished her his arms encircled her as she fell against him. He was kissing the top of her head, not at all shy with his affections in front of the others.* Are you well?

 

N: *it was like waking up from a nightmare - the kind where one tries to run, cry, and move, but seems to be restrained in ice. But now it was safe - she knew it, and there was a voice and warmth to go back to.* Hi... *she said as her eyelids fluttered open. Her voice was weak, but she was now fully aware of herself.* Yes, just a little tired. I am glad you are here... 

Sc: *Pulling her close he stroked her hair.* I want Jor'rel to look you over, and then you will rest. *They could not leave yet though because the story had not ended.*

 

N: *Her only focus was Sc'orr for a long while. Then slowly, Naor'rin became aware of her surroundings and she remembered the situation. T'than was standing, alone, proudly alone, surrounded by many beings whose eyes spoke of a great anxiety and resolve.*

No: From one warrior to another, I am charging you for saving your kin. You owe us T'than. Even today, you owe us your life. Give us a job; give us purpose!

Thrak: *He heard the leader's demands but it was not until his own leader looked his way that Thrak stood down, returning to the crowd.*

C - *She was still surrounded, but those in front of her were looking back at her, and she could feel him calling her back. But Volrath was tapping her hip and she knelt down to him.*

 

Vol: Are you going away? *he couldn't understand the nuances behind the events, but he knew, as children know, the consequences.*

C - *She nodded solemnly.* Yes I am Volrath. I can't stay; I have to go home.

 

Vol: But this could be your home. We are friends now. I am sure my father wouldn't mind finding you a place to sleep. And then we can play! *he smiled, innocently.* And Rakal is in love with you. *he was aloof to the large green eyes that peeked at him upon hearing such words, but then focused back on the battlefield.* You could make babies, and then I would have even more friends to play with.

C - *She laughed - such observations from one so young.* Rakal isn't in love with me; we just met. *However she could feel his gaze on her and there was more than friendliness in it.* 

 

Vol: Oh... *he couldn't help feeling sad. He had made a friend, and that friend was going to leave - and leave with that evil Taelon, T'than. He made him afraid. He would ground Cadence!* When will you come back?

C - I...don't know when I'll be able to come back. It might be a long time, but, I promise that I will never forget you, and I will tell my children about you, and what a brave warrior you were.

 

Vol: *He smiled. She thought he was brave!* Really? *his eyes shone with pride.*

C - Yes, *she said smiling and stroking his head. Very brave. *She hugged him finally.* Don't forget me, okay?

 

Vol: Of course not! *he hugged her back, even went so far as to kiss her in the cheek. But then she was pulled upwards. Volrath felt like kicking Rakal in the shins, but thought better of it. One day...*

 

Rak: The child is right. You could stay. We would build you a home. *it was clear that by "we", he actually meant "I".* He liked that human who was not afraid of them, and not even afraid of T'than.*

C - *She laid her small, pale hand over his, looking down with a sad smile and then back up into his eyes.* Rakal I am... flattered, truly I am but... I already have a home. I have children there, and they need me. You...understand, don't you?

Rak: *Understand that she would rather go with T'than. That part, no. The children though... it was true, she had a life. It was not meant to be - he had known her too late.* I understand. *he knew it was inconsequential, but at least, he would not let her go without answering his will. Pulling her up by the waist, he leaned down and kissed her. It was gentle, the passion restrained. It was a good-bye. Rakal let her slide to the floor and eyed the others so they would let her pass.*

C - *The kiss shocked her, but the crowd had kept it private. Blushing, she smiled fleetingly and then the crowd parted and fresh, cool air wafted over her. It felt so good. Without looking back she emerged and walked across the great chamber until she was once more with T'than. Despite everything, she was glad to see him, and she hugged him, standing so their bodies touched. Oh what bliss!*

 

GT: *He did not want to show his feelings before such a crowd. But there was more light already coming in from the doorway - the Jaridians had left, unbarring the path. Just feeling her close was relief enough. He did not requite her embrace - the image seemed like Cadence was hugging a statue, which at last gained life and surrounded her waist with a long arm.* We meet in an hour on the bridge. *he said simply. That should give him time to lock Cadence in their quarters, and should allow Sc'orr the time to take Naor'rin to the infirmary.* 

 

No: How can I trust you will not follow through with your threats of earlier?

 

GT: It is a risk you will have to take. *but he said nothing else. Instead, he waved his hand. The fake window in the back of the room swirled and made way for a true one. The light of a red planet they were just passing by came through it, illuminating the room with its mirrored light.

 

T'than turned and walked away. The lights in the corridor lit up as he walked through it with Cadence.* You... and I... have much to discuss. My pet.

C - *She nodded. She had embarrassed him and he would not allow that to pass without consequence. But she felt his relief in having her back, as well as a hint of pride. She had surprised him. Her punishment would be severe, but also, it would be the facade for his passion and she would endure it because she knew that, no matter what happened in the days to come, that she had initiated change for the Jaridians.

Sc: *Sc'orr had remained behind so that Naor'rin could bid a quick farewell to her family. She leaned against him as he guided her to the infirmary, and he could feel her concern over how her people would react to her over her submission before T'than. He wanted to talk to her about it; he wanted to remain and comfort her while Jor'rel moved over her body with his scanners but unfortunately his duty demanded his full attention. He left her with soft words and a tender kiss and went to meet the leader on the bridge.

~*~

 Sc: *Four hours later Sc'orr returned. Naor'rin was quietly conversing with Jor'rel and Jenny, gently reclined in bed, the sheets and blankets tucked neatly under her breasts.* I thought she was to be resting, *he observed, just slightly annoyed.*

N: *Her eyes lit up with joy when he walked in. But it took only a few seconds for anxiety to take its place.* 

Jor: *He rose and straightened his plum-colored robes.* The anxiety of the day lingers and though we asked, she will not rest.

Sc: # Naor'rin # *he mentally reprimanded* # your condition is fragile - I wanted you to sleep # 

N: # How could I sleep at such an important moment as this? # *In truth, she had wanted to be there to witness it all. But she had given reason to Sc'orr - she was feeling weak, and the child's health was more important. Furthermore, she had an unshakable trust in Sc'orr and her brother - they would defend her kind. She had tried to graze Sc'orr's mind to know how the meeting was going. But with Jor'rel and Jenny's constant presence, and her mate's inexorable concentration, it had been impossible. They would chastise her if the knew she had even tried to make such a mental effort after what had happened with T'than.* # I am fine Sc'orr.#

Jor: However, *the healer continued* once you are back among the familiar surroundings of your chambers I am certain sleep will come.

Sc: T'than did not damage her then?

Jor: The strain was more mental than physical. I examined her and she is fatigued, but both she and the child are well. *He looked approving just then.* Your daughter's arrival is still on schedule; three weeks, perhaps a few days less. 

Sc: *He was standing with her now and holding her hand.* Those days will be extremely long. *He was looking at her and not Jor'rel when he spoke.* 

N: *She took his hand to her face. With all the problems of the Jaridian community to absorb her days, she had not realized the birth of her child was so near. She had to admit she was nervous about it.* This child is my gift to you, Sc'orr, for all that you have done for me. And for being who you are...

Sc: *Jor'rel and his mate had excused themselves and they were now alone with their son, who slept peacefully in a pod next to Naor'rin's bed.* Please try and relax? 

N: I will... *she was still holding his hand, more strongly now.* But I need to know the outcome. Tell me that it was not in vain...

Sc: I would have preferred to inform you of the outcome to the meeting after you had rested...

N: Rest? How could I? *she looked down, at the sheet that covered her partially.* This was the day, Sc'orr. The final meeting. Tell me. *she looked up into his eyes.* Even if the news is bad, I want to know. I need to know.

Sc: *He nodded* Somehow, I knew you would not be satisfied until your need for information was sated. But promise me that you will rest thereafter?

N: I know I do not have a choice in the matter. *but her joviality was the nervous kind. Was he holding back so long because he was afraid to reveal the news. What if T'than had denied them their freedom? What if her species was outcast? What if she never saw her brother again?* Sc'orr... *he was torturing her!*

Sc: *She was tense and he stood close to her, letting her draw from his strength.* I could tell you, but, there is someone who I think will relate it better. *As if on cue, the doorway was filled with the broad-shouldered form of No'ram.* Naor'rin, *Sc'orr whispered, his face alight with hope.* Our child is not the only reason we have to celebrate...

 

N: *She felt like jumping from that bed and running to hug her brother. She looked past him, half expecting an escort, but he was alone. Her smile was pure and full of relief.* Did we do it? Did he come around?

 

No: *He could not bear making her wait any longer* We are free, Naor'rin. *he walked closer, respectfully waiting as Sc'orr gave him some room by the bed.* We are finally free. 

 

N: *Her heart was leaping all the way up to her throat. It was good that he had repeated those words because Naor'rin could nearly bring herself to believe them.* Tell me everything.

 

No: *He glanced at Sc'orr.* The negotiations were long, and tiresome. But T'than agreed to give us an opportunity to show our worth. I am certain the details can wait. *he looked tenderly at her. The sheet did very little to conceal the roundness of her stomach.* I was worried for you. What you did was...

 

N: *She looked down.* Shameful, I know. But I needed to try and...

 

No: *He touched his fingers to her lips to silence her.* It was not shameful. It was brave. None of those present were willing to put our pride on the line. You did not hesitate to lay down the most precious possession of a warrior for us. If T'than had not seen through your eyes, and if Cadence had not intervened, none of this would have been possible, because he would have remained blind. We owe you this victory. *he turned to face Sc'orr.* I am forever in your debt. I see now my sister could have found no one better to look after her. 

Sc: *The praise of a thousand Taelons would never equal the honor he felt from that one solitary Jaridian who had decided to trust him and call him a friend. He said nothing, but he nodded and blushed.*

 

No: *He found a totally new degree of respect for that Taelon. The way he had stood against his leader - diplomatic yet relentless - had been outstanding. His had been the final card to defeat T'than's hand.* Please convey my appreciation to Cadence for her efforts. I understand she went to great lengths to aid us... *T'than had been furious. Even for a Taelon, the strength of his emotions had been impressive.*

Sc: We will convey your words to Cadence... when we see her again.

 

No: *He arched a brow.* What do you mean? Is she at danger?

 

N: *It depended on one's point of view, Naor'rin thought to herself. T'than was overzealous, and overprotective. But he was also extremely paranoid when it came to controlling Cadence. And she had stepped way out of line. Naor'rin could only hope he would not take vengeance on her for that small battle lost.*

Sc: T'than will keep her close, and segregated for a time, but it will pass. He knows that others will be curious of her whereabouts and want to thank her after this event. When celebrations commence, for they surely will, he will not deny her to witness it. Until then, we should all maintain a discreet distance.

 

No: Indeed... *T'than was a strange one. It seemed he kept imprisoned not only those he hated, but also those he loved. He was a creature of extremes.* I have to hope the celebrations come soon then. My son grew quite fond of Cadence. *he noticed the glances between the couple.* My time here is over. *he turned to his sister* You were the first to hear of this news. I shall have to offer it to our people now. *he picked up her hand from where it was resting in her belly and took it to his lips.* You should follow your mate's advice and rest. We shall talk later. 

 

N: Maybe you can come to my chambers for a change. *she smiled.* And bring little Volrath. I owe him a tour of this ship, and I intend to keep my promise.

 

No: He will be thrilled. *he then turned to Sc'orr.* Farewell my friend. 

Sc: Good-bye, for now, No'ram. *He smiled softly, and once they were alone, said,* Are you ready to go home? 

 

N: *Slowly, she rose and turned her legs so she could slide down from the bed. Sc'orr's hands were at her waist, helping her.* It is indeed my home now. And yes... *she smiled at him.* I am quite eager for a good dose of energy. *although her physiological hunger was sated, she was still very tired and in need of energy.*

 

Sc: I, for one am looking forward to a long rest under the shower but... I believe that we shall face tomorrow with a new spirit of hope - for everyone aboard, and for the society our child will be born into. *He helped her to rise and dress, and, lifting Zo'rak, they quietly walked out the door.*
To Be Continued…
The next and final chapters are on their way, and the story will continue with the next generation…
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