Introduction:


This is a story that, in my mind, needed to be written.  It was inspired one night while I was sitting at my roommate’s computer, typing away at a character sketch for a Star Trek character that I was creating—for myself to play of course.  Out of no where, the inspiration for this story appeared.  Don’t ask me why, since this story and the one I was working on have almost nothing in common.  What appeared was the “From Here To Eternity” that many of you have read and commented on.  By the way, thank you for your wonderful insights.  I was contacted by a woman who gave me some of the best criticism that I’d ever received and I decided to go back and take a second look at the story.  Once I did, I knew that I needed to re-write it.  So, about a year later, after many many many false starts, I buckled down and wrote the words that follow.


This story is not for the easily offended.  It is graphic in places, and gives reference to subject matter that makes my own stomach turn.  But DS9 is not a story for the lighthearted.  From the beginning, I always wanted to know what happened to Kira in those years during the occupation.  It was talked about on the show, but never really discussed.  But, the words Kira said to her mother in “Wrongs Darker than Death or Night” struck a nerve with me, and carried into the story.  “We all have scars of one kind or another.”  Well, this is the story of those scars.  


For all you Odo/Kira fans out there, I apologize.  Parts two and three of this story (which are currently in rough draft form) discuss the Odo/Kira relationship, but I was one of those out there that felt the relationship should have stayed where it was: as friends.  Anyway, I never quite recovered from the death of Vedek Bariel.  I always felt that he and Kira were meant to walk the same path, just like it had been talked about in the show.  And when the Alternate Bariel told Kira about his Orb Experience and how the other Bariel was there and how they were together in the future, I kept waiting for Philip Anglim to appear and whisk Kira away.  It never happened.  But, I am still fascinated by the romance between a soldier and a religious figure, two opposites who find a common ground.


Okay, enough rambling.  Especially since none of you are reading this anyway.


Dear Paramount: You own everyone and everything related to Star Trek.  I wrote this because I wanted too, not because I wanted money.  If you want to sue me, you can have my debts and the 100 dollars worth of furniture that I have.  Sorry, I don’t have my own computer.


This is dedicated to a lot of people, but there is one person who stands out in my mind.  Lauren Vanessa, we have been through hell together and you know what, we are almost back to where we belong.  It’s been a tough year and it will only get rougher.  After all, that’s real life.  But together, we can do anything.  I love you, honey.  Thank you for being one of the most amazing friends a person could ever have.

For anyone who feels the deep, abiding urge to contact me, it’s: ShaunaKayleen@yahoo.com.


Now, for those of you who are still with me . . .

From Here to Eternity

Part 1

Bajor

Maraba’s Forgotten Prophesy:

And from the ashes of destruction shall come a love so powerful that Bajor will unite as one.  

The restoration has and will occur

He who speaks of the Prophets will know the future and the past, but shall live to completion today.

The false ones are banished and eternal light shall shine upon the chosen people.

The reckoning is not yet complete.  A vessel is chosen—the purpose is yet to be revealed.

Those who are gone shall return.

One who leads will be lost.

He who is of Bajor will be revealed.

And one shall be born, a warrior and a scholar, who shall keep Bajor for all eternity.

Peace will come, and Bajor will prosper.

Two souls, alike in spirit but separate in form shall unite to complete the final circle.

2351 

Singha Refugee Center

Dakurrh Province, Bajor


The cold never quite seemed to disappear.  Once chill entered the bones, it stayed, taking up residence and spreading through the rest of the body.  Even on warm nights, people were found huddling together, praying for relief from the plague that was ravaging the center.  


This sickness was new to Singha.  There had been plagues before, but none of this magnitude.  No family was spared from death or pain and the worst cases were among the youngest of the population.  The few healthy children clustered together, speaking in whispers, praying for the dead around them.


Piles of bodies lined the walls of the camp, attracting insects and rodents, filling the area with an unbearable stench that grew stronger at every moment.  The smell permeated everything, entering lungs, hair, food.  People couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, and found it hard to breathe.


And the Cardassians just let them die.


Fala Ajorn was one of the few healthy adults left to wander the camp.  As a Vedek, his place was to educate his followers about the love of the Prophets, despite the fact that the Cardassians had declared it illegal to practice the old religion.  But lately his role had become one of caregiver and father figure to the young children of the camp.  He was one of three monks in the camp, teaching secretly and as often as they could, helping to guide the lost.  More than once the classes had been raided and his body was old before its time from the beatings he’d received.


New refugees flowed into the center everyday, and Fala was there to greet every one.  Today, though, he was on the lookout for a young man whom his friends in the resistance said could be very helpful.  Bariel Antos was straight from the Relliketh refugee center, an escapee from the death sentence of labor camp service.  According to Fala’s friends, Antos had the remarkable ability to one day become a very successful Vedek, but his only interest was in gardening and tending to the flowers and fields that surrounded Relliketh.  Fala had a mind to change that.  Even better than Antos’ passing interest in the Prophets, was that he was educated.  Educated Bajorans were hard to come by, especially with this second generation of occupation children reaching the age where they were able to do more than go to school.  Refugee center schools varied from place to place, depending on the people available to teach, and how lenient the Cardassians were.  Singha was not a lucky camp.  But, if Antos could teach even a few of the children to read, it would be a start.  The Cardassians would not be here forever, and after the occupation they would need something to fall back on.


“Vedek Fala?”


The monk had been so lost in his thoughts that he had missed the latest pouring of refugees through the front gates.  Standing in front of him was a boy; a young man no more than fourteen.  His earring hung almost joyfully from his right ear, the piercing still fresh from the recent Itanu ceremony he must have celebrated.  It was a right of passage for young Bajorans, and it made Fala smile to know that Antos had been able to celebrate his.  “Bariel Antos?”


“That’s me.”  The boy stuck out a cautious hand.  A hand, Fala quickly realized, that was scarred and callused from years of labor in the camps.


After shaking the boy’s hand, Fala reached out for Antos’ ear, eager to grasp the Pagh of this boy.  A boy, he realized just by looking at him, who could be Kai.  His Pagh was strong and sure, but Antos grimaced and pulled away.  “Did I hurt you?”  Fala worried for any injuries the boy might have suffered.


“It’s not that.”  Antos stepped back another step, worried that the monk would reach for his ear again.  “But, when I was a small boy, a Vedek in the camp punished me by grabbing my ear.  The experience has stuck with me.  If I had my way, we’d get rid of the ritual.  There other ways to sense the Pagh, correct?”


Fala couldn’t help but smile.  This boy would make a wonderful Vedek, if he had indeed felt the call of the Prophets.  His confidence, respect, and amusement were growing with the passing seconds.  Bariel Antos was going to be a treasure to know.  “This is Singha, my son.  I will show you where I sleep; you may bed down with the other Vedeks and me.  We need as many healthy bodies as possible to minister to the dying.  The Cardassians have decided to rid themselves of our camp and they are doing it as painfully as possible.”


To Antos’ credit, he didn’t shrink from the stench or carnage.  Instead, he bowed his head in respect for the dead, made a point to touch the heads of the children, and stopped to smile with each family they encountered.


“Vedek Fala!  Vedek Fala!”  


The anguished sobs caused both men to turn around.  A young girl, small and starving ran up to them, tears streaming down her bruised cheeks.  Her eyes, large by nature, leapt from her pale, skeletal face, accenting the state of her undernourished body.  Skin clung sickly to the delicate bones, leaving no room for muscle.  Long, dirty, red hair gathered into a messy braid that hung to her waist, wisps of hair feathered her face and tangled in small knots near the ends.  Antos could not tear his eyes away from her.  Despite her lack of color and meat, she was destined for beauty.  She carried herself as a dancer and he could see her dancing around the low fires, singing and moving along to the traditional Bajoran folk songs that had long ago been filtered from camps such as these.  Chances were that she had never danced, never sung, and that her education was limited to minimal teachings about the Prophets, a small bit of reading and writing, and to what the Cardassians liked to do to young, beautiful girls.  The realization shattered Antos’ heart.


“What is it, Child?”  Fala was now at the girl’s level, his bony hands enormous as they wrapped around her twig-like arms.  


“Pohl is getting worse and I don’t know where Papa is.  You have to come now.  I did what you said to make him feel better, but he is getting sicker now.”  Her gaze shifted to Antos and she tensed.


“Don’t worry, Nerys.  He is a friend.  His name is Antos and he is here to help us.”


“We have to go to Pohl, Fala.  Now.”  Tears spilled over again, her attention no longer on Antos.


“Where is your father?  And where is Reon?”  Suddenly Fala worried not for Pohl, but for Nerys.  If she was left completely alone, there was no telling what the Cardassians could do to her.


“They left yesterday.  Papa said that he and Reon were going to find medicine.  Fala, now!”  Desperation entered her voice, a note that sounded sour despite the tears in her eyes.  This was not a girl given to panic.


For yet another moment, Fala felt a flash of hatred for the Cardassian ruling class.  If only the Cardassians lived up to their word and supplied the members of the families of the comfort women on the station with food and supplies, the Kira children would not be on the brink of death.  But aside from the spare bag of food they had received the day Meru had been taken five years ago, there was nothing else forthcoming.  The monk stood, lifting the girl into his arms.  The trio headed straight for a back corner, a sleeping area partitioned off by burlap curtains and boulders.  The silent space held a cloud of gloom and desperation.  A boy, no more than six, lay on the dirt floor, wrapped in a nearly useless scrap of blanket—the only one in the family area.  His stomach rounded out in the death blows of starvation; his skin hung from useless bones.


Nerys went to him immediately, wrapping him gently in mothering arms and Antos quickly realized that this girl was the only mother Pohl had ever known.


“Pohl, Fala is here and he brought a friend.  Someone else is going to help us.”  Tears streamed from her eyes, “Pohl, talk to me, little brother.  Come back to the world for us.  Come back to us.”


Antos went to the brother and sister, unable to control the ache in his heart.  In fourteen years of life he had seen death and destruction, but never desperation on this level.  The family was all each other had.


“Let me hold him, Nerys.  It is Nerys, right?”  The girl nodded, but refused to let go of her brother.  “And this is Pohl?  I like those names.  They are straight out of the ancient texts.”  He placed a gentle hand on Pohl’s thinning hair, brushing the strands back from his feverish forehead.  “Pohl means ‘believer’ in the ancient language.  It comes from the name of a brave Bajoran who believed so much that the Prophets would come to rescue him in a time of need, that they did indeed appear.  Pohl prayed so hard and was willing to sacrifice everything to the Prophets.  Even himself and his family, all so that the people who depended on them would live another day.  Now, come on, Pohl.  Live up to that name of yours.  You need to believe that you are going to get better.”  There was recognition in the dull eyes, but Pohl remained lost to reality.  “Nerys here believes in you.  I’ll bet she always has.  And you’ve believed in her.  You’ve believed that she could raise you and love you.”


Fala was simply amazed.  The boy had managed to form a connection to the Kira children in minutes when it took most people months.  Nerys, who trusted almost no one, was smiling a rare smile.  Fala had only seen her smile once before.  He knelt down to their level, his work here done.  “I’ll return later with some food for Pohl.  Antos, will you need anything?”


“We should be fine.”


Fala ruffled Nerys’ hair, “I will be back.  Keep smiling, Little One, it is good to see you smile.”  He kissed the top of her head and slipped into the shadows to tend to others who were dying.


Nerys, for her part, barely realized that Fala had left.  All her thoughts and energy were on . . . “What was your name again?”


“Bariel Antos.”  He smiled tenderly at Nerys.  “How old are you, Little One?”


“Eight.  I just had a birthday.  Pohl is six.”  She moved her baby brother to her lap, freeing her arms to fuss with the blanket that covered him.  “And Reon, he’s my twin brother.”  Pohl began to shudder again and Antos removed his outer cloak, wrapping it around the children.  Both needed to be warmed.  For all her strength, Nerys was showing signs of the fatal disease.  There were lumps on her thin arms, and her nails were beginning to rot through.  

“How long have you been ill, Nerys?”

“I’m not sick.”

“You look cold.”

“I’m not sick.”  But she kept the cloak wrapped around her shoulders.  

Nerys was fascinated.  She liked the way he smiled, and the way his eyes twinkled when he looked at her.  He made her feel safe and loved and she hadn't known his name until five minutes ago.  She wasn't like that with people.

“What does my name mean?  You told Pohl what his name means.”  How come he knew so much?  It wasn’t fair.

Antos grinned.  This one was easy.  “It means miracle.”

This brought a smile to her face.  “Is there a story behind my name?”

Bariel had to think for a minute, “No.  But it is a beautiful name.  It is used often in the ancient texts in reference to the Orbs.  And Reon,” he beat her to the question, “means tomorrow.”

“What else can you teach me?”  Suddenly she felt small and stupid, but in awe of this person who knew so much.  Fala was old; of course he knew things.  But Bariel was different.

“Well, I’ll try to teach you whatever I can.”  He reached out to stroke her cheek, amazed by the trust she seemed to have found in him.  He liked this little girl, there was something special about her.  “And if I don’t know an answer, we’ll do our best to find it together.”

The day trudged onward, but Bariel never left Nerys’ side.  Pohl slipped further and further away, hovering dangerously close to the brink of death.  As each hour passed, Nerys’ prayers grew more fevered, frantic.  She lost herself in communion with the Prophets, begging that they let her little brother live.  Antos had never seen such devotion from the soul of someone so young.   

Near nightfall, Pohl’s breathing slowed and his temperature increased.  The rags he wore for clothes soaked completely through, and there was nothing else left for him to wear.  It was a chilly night, and the wind howled ominously through the camp.

“Nessie?”  The boy’s whisper was frantic, innocent.

“What is it Pohli?”  Nerys held her dying brother even closer.

“Where is Fa?  I want him to tell me a story.  Why isn’t he here, Nessie?”

“Fa isn’t here, Little Brother.”  Tears slipped from her eyes, “He went for water and medicine.”  They were alone together in the small area.  Antos had gone for a bit of food, something to help keep Nerys’ strength up.  Both of them knew that there was no hope for Pohl.

“Tell me a story, Nessie.  Tell me a story.”  

Antos chose this moment to arrive back at the camp.  The cup of lukewarm soup he held was no more than water and rotting moba leaves, hardly the nourishment any of them needed and probably the reason the camp was dying.  The scene before him broke his heart.  

Pohl heard his step and sat up, his eyes glassy and unfocused.  “Fa, is that you?  Fa, why can’t I see anything?  I know that’s you.  I heard you come.  I knew you’d be here.”

Antos handed the soup to Nerys and took Pohl in his arms.  “I’m here, Pohl.  I told you I’d be back as soon as I could.”

For a brief instant, Nerys felt a flash of anger.  But she realized that Pohl would die before Fa returned.  At least he could die believing that he was in his father’s arms.  

“Tell me a story, Fa.”

“Have I told you the one about the three brothers who go to Jakala?”  He shifted Pohl so that his head rested in his lap and pulled Nerys closer.  She rested against his shoulder, staring blankly into the soup.  

“That one is my favorite.”  Pohl’s eyes seemed to clear for a brief moment and he offered Nerys and Antos the mischievous grin of a six year old boy.  But the moment passed too quickly and he collapsed into Bareil’s lap again.  “Tell me a story, Nessie.”

Antos wrapped the scrap of blanket tighter around Pohl, “A long time back there were three brothers who were farmers.  One morning they went out into the field and there was the largest kava root they had ever seen!  It was as big as a house.”

“What happened?  I haven’t heard this one before, Fa.”  

This simple statement brought tears back to Nerys’ eyes.  She bit back a sob, scared to attract the attention of any of the wandering guards.  The story Antos was telling was Pohl’s favorite.  He knew it by heart.  This was the end.  Pohl would not make it through the night.

Before Antos could continue, two large shadows fell over the small area.  Nerys and Antos looked up . . . and up into the faces of two imposing Cardassian guards.  No emotion, no sympathy, no excitement played across their gray, callused, leathery faces.  Antos stood, moving to protect the children, and quickly realized his mistake.  The taller of the two guards knocked him aside, pinning him of the ground with a menacing stare—and a phaser rifle.  “He is to be taken for treatment at the hospital.”  The voice was dead, hollow.

“NO!”  Nerys screamed, fighting to keep her brother at her side.  Once people were taken for treatment, they never came back.  It was better just to let them die in the camps.  “NO!”  But her thin arms were no match for the hulking guard.  Pohl was pulled easily from her arms, and the Cardassian ignored her clawing and scratching as she chased after the departing trio.  She stumbled on a rock, landing on outstretched arms and jarring her elbows.  “Pohl,” she screamed, “Pohl!!!”

Antos came up to where Nerys had fallen, stumbling over the same rock she had.  Her knees and palms were bleeding, skinned from the fall.  Wrapping his arms around he held her while she mourned the loss of her brother.  After a few moments, Antos lifted her easily and walked back to the Kira family pit.  A man, maybe twenty-five or thirty years old, was waiting anxiously.  Antos’ guard went up, but Nerys flung herself from his arms and into the embrace of the man.  

“Akrem!  They took Pohl!  You have to get him back.”

Akrem cradled the girl for just a moment, allowing himself the selfish indulgence of fatherhood.  She was like a daughter to him, more so than any of the other children of his resistance fighter friends.  There were many men, like Kira Taban, who could not spend their days running from base to base because of their young children, but who devoted their time to fighting off the Cardassians the best they knew.  Lorit Akrem had personally taken it upon himself to watch out for these children—also keeping an eye out for potential fighters for the future.  Nerys would make a fine soldier.  “Stop that crying, Nerys,” he pulled back, “soldiers don’t cry.”

She wasn’t listening, “You have to get him back!  No one ever comes back when . . .” One look from Akrem silenced her sobs, although her tears fell steadily.  “Where is Papa?  Where is Reon?”

Akrem hugged his young charge tighter.  “They are fine, Nessie.  Your father wanted me to come and check on you.”  It was mostly true.  Taban had gone charging after his young son, after the Cardassians had decided to cart him off to a prison camp.  Taban would be back; Reon was as good as dead.  But Nerys didn’t need to know that.  Not now, anyway.  He raised his eyes to Antos, smiling, “You are?”

“Bariel Antos.”  He’d have extended a hand, but Nerys still clung to Akrem.

“I’m glad to see that Nerys has made a friend.  She doesn’t have nearly enough of those.”  He hugged the girl tightly and stood up, “I’ll be back later to check on you, Nerys.  Your father will be home soon.”

“Akrem . . .”

“Shh.”  He ruffled her tangled hair and disappeared into the shadows.  Nerys sank to the ground, sobbing quietly.  Antos wrapped her back into his cloak and held her until she slept.

The camp had changed little in the weeks Kira Taban had been gone.  Bodies still lined the walls, people still starved, and the smell of death hung heavy in the air.  To Taban, the depression weighed even heavier on his heart.  Two of his beloved children gone, sacrificed to the Cardassian overlords and their “research.”  It had been stupid to take Reon with him on the raid, but they needed a small set of hands and Nerys was better with Pohl than Reon was.

What would Meru do?  How would she react to him loosing the children like this?  The safety of the children had always been their top priority and the reason she had stayed for so long at Dukat’s side, believing the lies that were fed to her.  If she still lived, she believed that he and the children were safe back at the family land.  But, they had never returned to the farm, and their food rations were just as tight as those around them.  If only she knew the truth . . . if only he knew if she still lived or not.  He had not heard from her since the day she was taken by the Cardassians and he had been forced to send the one transmission that she’d received.  His only knowledge of her was through the scattered reports the resistance provided.  

Where was Nerys?

His daughter was now old enough to work the mines, slaving alongside her fellow Bajaorans.  She came back each day drawn and sullen, often with bruises and blood soiling her body and dress.  She had a mouth on her, one that she’d inherited from her mother.  Meru hadn’t taken anything from the Cardies either.  But, now the workers were returning from the mines and Nerys was no where to be found.

The sound of laughter turned his head.  Laughter at Singha?  It was a sound as rare as a sympathetic Cardassian.  After a moment of searching he found the source: his daughter.

She was perched on a boulder, balanced only by a young man and her own gymnastic abilities.  A tattered book lay near-by, forgotten in the ticklish teasing each was inflicting on the other.  A book?  His Nerys?  She could read enough to get by in the mines, and could write her own name and a few other cryptic words.  In all likelihood, her Cardassian was better than her Bajoran.  Formal education had never really been a priority at Singha—parents taught their children orally, passing down stories and lessons from one generation to the next.  Books and paper were almost impossible to come by, let alone data PADDS for instruction.  Taban’s own reading and writing skills were minimal, although Meru had excelled at the art.  Reon and Pohl had been like Nerys; never given the chance to learn.

What was with her laughing like this?  She never laughed, rarely smiled, and suddenly she was giggling like a young girl should.  For a brief moment, Taban once again found his thoughts back in Dakurrh and the life his children should have lived.  But, reality drew him back to the laughter of his daughter and the man who was with her.  She looked clean, healthy, refreshed.  The first signs of illness that had been evident when he left were completely gone from her skin and her hair shone with a brilliance he’d never seen.   Who was this guy?  And what had he done to Nerys?

“Nessie!”

Nerys looked up at the familiar voice and leapt easily from the rock, “Fa!  You are back!”  She wrapped her bony arms around her father, cherishing the touch of her only parent.  Her father was her closest friend—outside of Reon—and the only person who really understood her thoughts and feelings.  “They took Pohli, Papa.  I tried to stop them, but they were too big.”  Tears filled her eyes and she looked to where Reon would be standing, knowing that her twin would forgive her.  “Where is Reon?”

“Shhh, my precious one.”  Taban couldn’t tell her.  How in the world could he tell his miracle child that both her brothers were gone?  She had always been the fighter, even at birth, but this would be so devastating.  “I know about Pohl.  They took Reon, too.”  He hugged her even tighter, “It’s just us, Little One.”  He kissed her, then stood, balancing her on his hip.  She gripped him tightly, stunned at the news about Reon.  Shouldn’t she have been able to sense that her twin was in trouble?  His attention now turned to Antos, who stood just apart, brushing the dust from the book that had been discarded.  “And you are?”

“Bariel Antos.  I arrived three weeks ago from Relliketh.”

Taban smiled, “Ahh, well, I am glad you were able to make it safely.  I am Kira Taban.”  The men shook hands, “Thank you for looking after my daughter.”

Antos grinned at Nerys, “Actually, it was she who kept after me.”  He handed her the book, “Take this tonight, Nerys.  I will see you tomorrow night at instruction.”

“I can’t read it, Antos.”  Her large eyes were confused, “You keep it.”

“I think that you are better than you give yourself credit.  Good night, Little One.”  He disappeared into the shadows—a trick that Nerys had taught him.

“Nerys, what are the three keys to enlightenment?”  Fala stood directly over his young charge, trying desperately to keep her attention focused on the lesson and not young Bariel.  It wasn’t working very well.  

“What?”  The other girls giggled; glad that they hadn’t been the ones caught staring at the handsome addition to their lessons.  “Oh,” Nerys blinked, “charity, humility, and faith.”  Antos had taught her that.  Well, he had reminded her of it the other night while they talked.  Her eyes wandered back to where Antos was working with the younger children.  He was drawing something in the dirt and explaining what the different symbols meant.  


“Good.  Now, can you tell me what prophesy that teaching comes from?”

On some level, Nerys knew that Fala was still talking to her.  She didn’t really care.  She’d never had these feelings before, they were confusing, and she liked them.  Most of her friends were boys, except for Luma Rahl, and she didn’t ache to see them when they weren’t around.  But Antos was different.  He smiled at her, made her feel important, and helped her to learn.  


Fala shook his head and moved to another girl for the answer.  Nerys was positively hopeless.


Time now passed quickly for Nerys.  Her days were spent on the work detail, abusing her small body for the selfish goals of the Cardassians.  Nights were spent with Antos.  He taught her to read and write as well as he could, using the dirt and sticks for learning utensils.  Her education would always be rusty, but now she had the basic skills it took to survive.  He filled her head with tales of the Prophets while she told tales of what she dreamed her home in Dakurrh to be like.  Together they talked of plants and trees, of blooming grass and orchards stretching into the distance.  Once the moons had crested over the mountains, long past the curfew hour, they would sneak out to their favorite perch, a tall moba tree at the edge of the camp, and curl onto two thick branches that sprouted side-by-side and talk about their dreams.


“I love gardening, Nerys.  Flowers are the purest gift from the Prophets, a sign of true and majestic beauty.”  He toyed with a leaf, inspecting it for signs of infection.


“It sounds to me like the Prophets have called you, Antos.  Think about it, all you ever talk about is Prophesy and order, and what the Prophets want us to do.  I think that you are ignoring their call because being a Vedek is so hard.”  She took the leaf from his hand, “You’ll still be able to garden if you are a Vedek.”


“Answering a call from the Prophets is so complex, Nerys.  Look at you, you’ve told me time and again that your call is to free Bajor from the Cardassians.  That’s a dangerous life to lead.”


“It’s no more harder than being a Vedek.”  She smiled when Antos looked sharply at her, “It’s no harder than being a Vedek,” she corrected herself.  “It’s in my blood, Antos, to fight against the Cardassians.  I dream about going back to Dakurrh, farming the land with my father.  The air is clean and we can play in the rivers.  Papa will rebuild our home and it will be even more beautiful than before.  Our family land stretches for kilometers, and the house sits in the middle.  Fa wants to grow moba again, and salem grass.  Before the Occupation, his family had the most successful orchard in the province.”


“I wish I could see it someday.”


“So do I.  Fa says that the land isn’t good any more.  That the Cardies have poisoned it.”


“Someday you’ll be able to go back, Nerys.”


“I hope so.”  She blinked back tears and reached for Antos’ hand.  “And I hope that you’ll be with me.”

The air had changed around them.  It was heavier, tighter, expectant.  Antos looked over at Nerys and his heart stopped.  He’d been mesmerized the first moment he saw her, and over the past two years his fascination had grown into love.  He kept his feelings to himself, knowing that she was still a child and that his feelings could probably never be returned.  She could never understand them, at least not as long and she remained here.  And he had to be moving on.  It wasn’t safe for him any longer—and he was anxious to seek refuge in the monastery at the Capitol City.  There, he knew, he would discover the path that had been laid for him.  But, he couldn’t let go of her hand and he couldn’t look away from the eyes that haunted his dreams.  Without realizing it, he found himself leaning over to kiss her.


Nerys had been waiting for this moment since the first time she’d seen Bariel.  She knew that he thought of her as just a kid, but most men didn’t realize just how quickly girls on Bajor grew up.  She loved him, that much she knew.  His lips were soft on hers, gentle, probing.  The hesitation was clear, but his emotions were stronger than his rational mind.  He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her as close as he dared and his kisses became stronger.  Nerys returned the embrace as well as she knew, but let him lead the way.  


It was a long moment before Bariel pulled back.  When he did, there was terror in his eyes.  “Nerys, that was out of line for me.  I’m sorry.”


“Why are you sorry?”  She smiled at him before moving to balance herself along his body.


“You’re just a kid, Nerys.”


“My father and mother were pledged when she was only twelve.  He was sixteen.  They grew up together.”  Nerys smiled, “I’ve wanted you to kiss me as long as I’ve known you.”


“You’re still a kid.”  Bariel was smiling now.  He felt just a little bit better about the kiss, but fear still captured his heart.  “A beautiful kid, but you are still six years younger than me.”


“I don’t care, Antos.”


“Your father is going to kill me.”


“He likes you.”


Antos knew that he was fighting a loosing battle.  He loved her far too much to simply walk away, but he didn’t want to hurt her either.  “This isn’t going to be easy, Nerys.”


“I don’t care.  And you really don’t either.”



There was nothing else to say, so he kissed her again.

Days on Bajor never dawned brightly.  There was always a low hangover of smoke from the mining camps, and lately, there had been ash in the air.  Falling ash wasn't uncommon, every few weeks it would appear.  Nerys shook flakes from her hair as she hurried down to the river.  If you got there early enough, the Cardassian boys wouldn't tease you.  That and she had no choice to be at the river early, she had to be at the gate to the mining camp by sun crest or there would be consequences.  Kneeling gingerly at the bank of the river, she filled the water pots, trying to keep an eye out for Cardassians. The kiss Antos had given her the night before still haunted her thoughts. They had been romantic for nearly a year now, slowly learning that their friendship would not suffer if they loved as well.  But she knew that someday they would both want more, and she didn’t want him to see her body.  The Cardie guards at the mining center made sure of that.  A sound caught her attention and she looked up.  The only bad part about going out early was that people had been known to disappear.  A twig snapped and Nerys bolted to her feet, almost dropping the water jug.  It was him.  Last week he and his friends had chased her into a corner, tormenting her.  The only thing that had saved her innocence was the sound of Cardie soldiers rushing by.  Suddenly, violence had been more interesting than torture.


"Hello, Nerys."


She tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and gathered her belongings.  Words of wisdom rang in her head: Don't talk.  Don't look. Don't respond.  He blocked her way.  She moved.  Again, he stood in her path.  


"Let me take those. They must be heavy."  His voice dripped with slime.  "You are growing up so fast."  


Nerys ignored him, keeping her head down.  Don't meet their eyes.

"Why, you must be eleven years by now old now."  Enraged by her silence, he shoved the stick of a girl and she went flying.  The water jugs shattered on the dry ground around her.  "I paid you a compliment, Wench!"  


Nerys kept her eyes lowered.  Don't resist.  They only get rougher when you do.


He pulled the urchin to her knees.  Ashes were falling in her hair and she needed a bath.  Suddenly, an idea struck him.  "Nerys, when was the last time you were able to get clean?"


She kept her eyes on the ground.  That way her stomach wouldn't lurch at the sight of his bulging crotch.  Don't move.  Close your eyes.  Think of Antos.  Remembrance of his kiss from the night before almost brought a smile to her parched lips, but she quickly covered it.  Maybe it wouldn't be so bad to be with Antos.  She knew that he would be gentle.  


Rage was building quickly inside the adolescent Cardassian.  He had personally taken charge of breaking in all the young girls in this refugee camp.  At only sixteen, he could count three girls that had become pregnant because of him.  He had seen this little wench with that annoying man who helped to educate the children and had been watching when they kissed last night.  Well, if she was old enough to kiss, she was old enough to be broken in.  He'd had girls younger than her, that was for sure.  His next slap sent her flying into her back, and he laughed when she covered her legs with the scrap of dress she wore.  Picking up the squirming child, he tossed her into the river, laughing as the water plastered her dress to her scrawny body.  What was it with these Bajorans?  Cardassian girls were much more developed by the age of eleven.  Not that he would ever touch a Cardassian girl.  They were treasures to behold.  These wenches were here for his amusement.


Nerys sat in the cold, polluted water, praying to everything high and holy that Rusot would leave her be.  Keep your head down.  Don't look at them.  Close your eyes.  It's over before it begins.  The pain isn't that bad.  Echoes from other victims rang in her head.  Her best friend had been ambushed only two nights ago; she was still bleeding from all of it.  


"Rusot!"


The boy turned, angry that once again he was being pulled from a breaking in.  "What!"


"Father says we can go into the camp today and help to keep the animals in line!"


Rusot's attention turned from the soaking girl and he raced off after his best friend.  


Nerys waited until they were nothing more than shadows before letting the tears fall.  She crawled out of the river, her wet shift clinging to her like a second skin.  It was still cool, and the icy water made her blood freeze.  She felt a pain, and touched her ear, wincing.  She was bleeding; Rusot had thrown her onto a sharp rock.  Thankfully, the wound wasn’t bad and it wouldn't take long for it to heal.  But, Rusot would be at the camp today.  Animals . . . it was the first time she had been called an animal.  


"Nerys!"  A shocked voice rang through the air, followed by the footsteps of Bariel has he raced up to her.  "Prophets, what did that bastard do to you?"


"I'm fine," her voice was still shaking.

Bariel kissed her wounded ear, tasting the blood that still drained from where the rock had scratched.  His eyes took notice of the shattered jugs and her shivering body.  Gently, he pulled her into his arms.  "Did they . . . hurt you?"


She shook her head.  This wasn't the first time she'd been attacked, but it was the first time that Bariel had found her afterward.  He still didn't know of last 

week . . . the scars crisscrossed her chest, still red and sore.  At least her innocence was still hers.  She wouldn’t give it to a Cardassian, ever.  


"Come on."  Antos pulled her into his arms, carrying her easily.  She was so thin, like a leaf from the berry trees.  Gently, he found his way back to their small shelter and stepped in.  "Kira?"  He called to Nerys' father.  


Kira Taban looked up and screamed in terror when he saw his baby child wrapped in the arms of the monk.  "Prophets!"  The father ran to his daughter's side, noticing the blood on her ear.  "Bariel, get a cloth from that basket over there.  There is some water in that basin, wet the cloth.  Hurry."


"Fa, I'm fine."  Nerys’ voice was a bit stronger.


"You are bleeding, Child."


"It will pass.  It has happened before."  Silence descended quickly over the small shelter and she bit her lip, cursing herself for opening her mouth.  Nerys sat up and took the cloth from Antos, pressing it to her bleeding ear.  "There is nothing like a Cardie to start the day."  She shivered.  This was her only set of clothes . . .maybe she could borrow some from Miko.  Boy's clothes were more comfortable anyway.


Kira Taban stared, unbelieving.  "You have been assaulted at other times?"  He knew what the Cardies did to girls, but never thought that they would get to his little spitfire.  He looked at Antos, "You should protect her, if you really care."  


"Fa!  Antos can't be with me at all times.  I can protect myself.  They've never really . . . hurt me."  She reached a small hand out to Antos and he joined her on the pile of rags the Kira’s used for a bed.  Taban couldn't help but smile.  Children grew up so fast on Bajor.  Eleven year olds were supposed to be frolicking in the green grass, not falling in love in case they wouldn't be around tomorrow; giving up their innocence just in case they fell prey to one of the Cardies.  But still, it gave the girls something to think of while their lives were being ripped apart.  "I could have come in on my own.  I was just stunned.  All he did was throw me in the river.  Fa, I lost the water jugs."


"They are only water jugs.  You are sure you are all right?"


"Of course."  She looked up and kissed Antos on the cheek, "Come, let's watch the sun crest."  Antos smiled and led his girl from the room.  Taban smiled.  Under normal circumstances, he would have been outraged.  But he had to let his little girl have some sense of peace in her life.    


The falling ash made Nerys sneeze, and she laughed at the feeling.  She hadn't laughed in months.  For a long moment, the child sweethearts stood, waiting for the sun to crest over the once beautiful hills.  "What do you think it looked like?"  Nerys asked, studying the now barren range that surrounded the valley.


"Like the Temple of the Prophets.  Green and lush . . .with free Bajorans running through the hills.  Artists and poets mingling together to tell stories of land that is beautiful.  Monks praying as the sun crests.  And people who love each other," he looked down at her, "were allowed to be together."


"Antos," Nerys faced him, drawing a deep breath.  "I want you to be my first."


The young man stood, stunned at the words that had come from her mouth.  He loved her, yes, but . . . “Nerys--” She was too young to be thinking like this.  Maybe it was the attack from this morning, maybe it was that her best friend had been found yesterday and Luma was a year younger than Nerys.


"Let me talk."  She took his hand and they sat against a log that rested outside the shelter.  "Antos, I" she giggled and for a moment Antos tried to smile, but the giggle was one of nerves, not laughter.  "The Spoonheads like to break in the girls . . . I was lucky today.  I've been lucky so far.  I don't want to loose it to some smelly Cardassian who will make me bleed.  I want to give it to you.  They got to Luma last night, you know that.  I don't want to be next."  Tears spilled from her large eyes and Bariel hugged her close.  She rested her head in his lap, being careful of her sore ear.  In her heart, she prayed that her children wouldn't be having this conversation at the age of eleven.  She prayed that they could play among those green fields that Antos spoke of and that the Prophets would watch over them.  But until that time came . . .She and Antos had been lucky for so long, and luck was bound to run out.  Soon, maybe, in just a couple of years . . .if she survived that long, they could escape to the holy city.  It was said that the monastery there was still protected.  Maybe they would be together forever.  Shaking her head, Nerys banished the dreams of weddings and betrothal bracelets that all young girls had.  Young Bajoran girls weren't supposed to think like that, and anyway, she still had to go to the river tomorrow to get water.    


Antos was silent.  He had dreamed of long and passionate nights with Nerys, but never like this.  She was still too young to involve physical love in their relationship.  He also knew that her days were numbered.  She wouldn't be able to make love or even have children, not after they were done with her.  "I love you," he whispered, "and I promise you that I will be your first."  He kissed each nose ridge gently, "I had better go.  The Spoonheads keep a closer eye on us lately.  They don't like me out and wandering."


"When, Antos?"  Nerys' eyes were large and frightened.  


"When the Prophets say it is right."  Tempted to kiss her again, Bariel looked down and saw the frightened eyes of a child.  Maybe it was time to pull away and let her run with children her own age.  He really was too old for her.  But whenever he looked at her, his heart swelled and threatened to break.  He couldn't leave her.  Grinning, he knelt down and tussled her waist length hair, "Don't you worry, Little One.  The Prophets are watching you."  He tweaked her nose and disappeared, as was his habit.


With a quick look at the sun, she raced down the hill to the camp before she was late to join the lines.  After her morning encounter, she felt no need to be attacked again.

Just once, Nerys thought, just once could we have a bright blue dawn?  She’d never really seen a blue sky or bathed in a clean river.  Her days were spent below ground, working the mines in return for a scrap of bread to eat.  

Nights were worse.

Bariel had decided to return to Relliketh to check on his family.  He had been away too long, four years, and guilt forced him to return.  He was also interested in stopping to see if there was a place for him at the Capitol City monastery.  While he wanted to garden and relax, what he wanted most was see if the calling he had been feeling in his heart was real.  Were the Prophets calling him to a life of service?  


Nerys spent her nights alone in their tree, dreaming of the day they would marry.  The night he’d left had been by far the most passionate of their time together.  She could still feel his lips on her neck and his hands on her breasts; how he’d cried over the welts and bruises she carried away every day from the mines.  He’d cursed Rusot and his buddies, vowing vengeance.  And when he returned, they would be pledged.  This he had promised.  Their lives were already planned.  After the Cardassians were driven away, they would divide their time between Dakurrh and the Capitol City, provided Antos’ calling was true.  Together they would garden and farm, forcing their demons out in the silent flowers they would plant.  Neither of them wanted children, at least not yet, although Nerys admitted (only to herself) that she dreamed of a little boy just like Antos. 


Maybe he would return tonight.  Fa had been gone so long, fighting with the resistance, and she missed the company of the men in her life.  At least Fala was there.  Fala had been there since her birth, a second father.  During times like these, he looked after her, making sure that the Cardassians kept their hands off the maturing twelve-year-old.  But, he couldn’t watch her all the time.


Her legs and back hurt.


Rusot was no more than sixteen or seventeen, but he was full grown enough to pin her to the floor of the mine.  Her screams had been useless against his rough mouth and her clawing hands only served to excite him more.  This was her only dress and now it was ripped immodestly.  His taste was still in her mouth and wouldn’t go away, no matter how many times she rinsed with the dirty water from the river.  At least he hadn’t succeeded in raping her.  Her innocence was still hers and she would give it only to Antos.


“Nerys!  Nessie!”  The hushed cry came from the edge of the camp, “Get back here.  Now!”


Nerys slipped easily from the tree and ran on silent feet to Fala’s side.  The tears on his cheeks told her only one thing.  “Who?”


“Your father is missing, Nerys.”  It was a different voice that answered, but a very familiar one.  “The Cardassians raided our base camp three nights ago and he hasn’t been seen since.  We can only assume,” Akrem suddenly appeared at her eye level, “that he is dead.  I’m sorry, Little One.”  


“No . . .” This wasn’t happening.  She wasn’t going to be the only Kira left alive.  “It’s not true!”  She flailed against his arms, not caring if they caught the attention of the Cardassian guards.  


Akrem grabbed her tighter, trying to calm her down.  “Nerys, I barely escaped alive.  I am so sorry this has happened, but straighten up.  Be the soldier that I know you are.”  The words straightened Nerys’ spine just a bit, serving only to stiffen her blows as she thrashed against him.  “I have to leave, but be ready for me when I return.”  The words stopped her tantrum.  What was he saying?  “There is a cell that I fight with and I think that they will be interested in you.  I can’t take you tonight; I have to get permission from my leader.  But I will be back, all right?”


Nerys sniffed back the tears and nodded, “I’ll be waiting for you.”  Joining with the resistance gave her something to focus on.  She would fight for Bajor, just like her father.  She had to live to see the Cardassians retreat.  Her life with Antos would have to wait, but it would be waiting when she returned.  “I’ll be here, Akrem.”  Her friend disappeared into the shadows and she once again dissolved into tears.  Fala held her tightly, mourning with her.  Why were the Prophets doing this?  What were their plans?


Now her days were spent in anticipation.  Weeks passed and Lorit was still no where to be found.  The wound in her heart, left by the death of her father, filled quickly but never healed completely.  She was an orphan, and always would be.  She dreaded going to the mines each day, knowing that Rusot would be there.  Her bruises never healed and the welts were fresh every day.  The ache in her legs and back was constant.  Somehow, though, he never completed his mission.


And then, one night, Bariel returned.


He was sitting in her small camp, reading, oblivious to the world around him.  His lips moved when he read, a trait she loved.  Taking a moment to smooth her hair and wish away the bruises, she limped into the camp.


“Beloved!”  His face lit up like the sun when he saw her.  He leapt to his feet, crushing her into a hug fierce enough to crack her ribs.  “I’ve missed you.”


“I’ve missed you more.”  They kissed passionately, making up for the months apart.  Finally they settled against the rock wall.


“I heard about your father,” Antos traced her face lovingly, “I’m sorry.”


“He is,” Nerys tried to smile but failed miserably, “walking with the Prophets now.”


It was then that Antos noticed the bruises and welts.  “What have they done to you?”


“I’m fine.”  She moved his hand away from the most painful one.  “How are you?  Is your family all right?”


“I couldn’t find them, Nerys.  No one has seen them in months.”  Tears filled his lovely brown eyes, “Someone thought they might have been taken to Gallitep.”


“No.”  Nerys pulled him to her, “Antos, I am so sorry.”  They held each other in tortured silence for a long moment, praying that their future would be different than the current hell.  Finally, Nerys spoke.  “Antos, I’ve been recruited.”


“What?”  His grip tightened.

“Akrem came to me a few weeks ago.  I don’t know when I’ll be leaving.”


“Nerys, what about us?”  He had finally sealed plans at the monastery.  They would be safe there.


She faced him, the determination that he’d fallen in love with clear on her face.  “The future we want will only happen when the Cardassians are gone.  I’ve been talking about joining the resistance for years.  And you can’t be a gardener if the Cardies destroy the planet.”


Antos refused to listen.  “But I’ve already spoken to someone at the Capitol City Monastery.  There is room for us.  Nerys, you can’t leave me now!”


“I have to.  My father died for Bajor.  So did my mother.  My brothers were taken from me.  I have to fight back.”  She rested her head on his shoulder, “Go on to the Capitol City without me.  I’ll meet you there.”


“You can’t promise that.”


“No, I can’t.  But the Prophets will be guiding me.  Guiding both of us.”  Reaching up to kiss his cheek, she smiled tenderly.  “I love you, Bariel Antos.  Never forget that.”

Nerys giggled and clambered up the tree, feeling Antos right behind her.  They had been meeting at night lately; it was safer for her, for them.  Over the past few weeks, she had taken to staying inside more, scared of the new guards that patrolled the camp.  Last week one had grabbed her . . .she hadn't told Antos.  


Since he’d returned the air around their relationship had changed.  He had become more attentive, much more passionate.  The feelings now, when he touched her, were different than in the past.  She realized that there was something more to it when he kissed the ridges on her nose or traced the "d" tattoo on her shoulder, the one that marked her home province, with his finger.  She didn’t understand it, but the change was there.  Maybe it was the new-found passion each had discovered for their callings.  Maybe it was just love.


Antos settled onto a strong branch and pulled his young beloved into his arms.  The age difference between them no longer frightened him, and after so many years as friends, the relationship was moving along perfectly.  In many ways, he had realized the night of her birthday, she was even more mature than he was.  He reached into his pocket, feeling the cold chain of the betrothal bracelet.  The Cardassians had long ago outlawed all religious ceremonies, including marriage, but the earrings and bracelets were still worn.  It would be years before they could be together.  He knew of her desire to fight with the Shakaar, and he needed to be moving on.  It was no longer safe for him to be here.


"Nerys?"


She turned to him and felt his mouth close on hers.  The kiss was passionate, and she could feel the longing behind it.  When they pulled away, the air between them was hot and tense.  "What is it, Beloved?"


Without speaking, he pulled the bracelet from his pocket.  His heart raced ahead of his mind as he slipped the thin chain over her wrist.  Her bones were so fragile that he worried he'd snap them.  "I know that the Prophets destined for us to walk the same path.  But it is in the future.  I just pray that until that future, you will remember me.  This isn't so much a bracelet for the promise of joining, but of love.  I just hope that someday we will be able to be joined."


"Oh, Antos."  She threw herself deep into his arms, sobs racking her small form.  It was time for him to leave, to run before the Spoonheads captured and hung him for all the camp to see.  "I will remain faithful to you."


His arms moved against her small form and he found her mouth again.  "Nerys, you can't promise that.  But keep running.  You can fight and kill them all you want, but if one of them comes after you, run.  Don't let them break you."


"I will save myself for you."  The words were a hollow promise.  She knew now that Bariel would not be her first.  If the Cardie boys found out that she had been with another man before them, it would give them another reason to hunt Bariel down.  They would rape her in front of him, laughing and taunting.  She had seen it happen.  Still, she prayed to the Prophets that he would be her only Bajoran, and that their time together would come soon.  


As the moons rose over the mountains, the two talked of their dreams of children and a life.  They dreamed of the Capitol City, centering on the monastery and the Kai taking her rightful place as leader of Bajor.  Finally, the third moon crested and the couple climbed down from the trees; right into the waiting arms of a group of Cardassians.


Bariel grabbed for Nerys, who had been climbing ahead of him, but she stood her ground, facing Rusot and his buddies with cold eyes.


“Nerys,” he hissed, already seeing the future unfold, “get back here!”

“Well, well,” Rusot sneered, “Hello, Nerys.  What brings you out past curfew?”  Nerys stayed silent, her head up and shoulders back, ready to fight.  “What’s wrong?  Say something.”


“We were just heading back to camp.”  Antos’ voice was shaky, nervous.  Whatever was said here now would be the difference between life and death.  “Come on, Nerys, let’s get going.”  He grabbed for Nerys’ hand and tried to pull her in the direction of the camp, but the three Cardassians blocked their path.


“Let us go back, Rusot.”  Nerys’ voice was tight.  “Let us go back and we won’t break curfew again.”


“But, Nerys, we never get a chance to talk.”  Rusot pulled her close, too close, against his large body, his erection evident through his clothes.  “And you know how I love talking to you.”  He rubbed against her, pressing hard against her small body.  

“Let go of her!”  Antos saw red, and proceeded to make the mistake of his life.  He lunged for the girl he loved, desperate to free her from Rusot’s clutches.  He knew exactly what that bastard did to her on a daily basis.  He saw the bruises and welts every night.  It was the main reason the two of them had yet to make love—he didn’t want Rusot going after her even more than he already did.  And he didn’t want to take a chance and hurt her even more.

Within seconds, Antos was flat on the ground, bleeding from his nose and mouth.  Rusot raised a hand before the beating could continue and motioned that Antos look up at him and Nerys.  “What a gentleman.  You really must consider yourself lucky, Nerys.”

“Shut up, Rusot.”  She struggled against him, but only succeeded in getting pulled even closer to Rusot.  Her hair hurt where he held her by it.  

“I wouldn’t use that tone with me, Little Girl.”  Rusot grabbed her by the arm, noticing the betrothal bracelet for the first time.  “How romantic.  A moonlight proposal.”  The skin on Nerys’ wrist bled as Rusot ripped the chain from her bones.  “What is this world coming to when people can’t take care of their things?”  He ground the bracelet into the dirt, crunching the ancient chains under his boot heel.  “Now, now, Bariel.  How in the universe do you expect her to remain faithful to you?  After all, she is my girl.”

“Let her go, Rusot!”  Antos’ chivalry was rewarded with a kick to the jaw.  The fellow Cardassians took that as their cue and proceeded to take their turns with the Bajoran.  Rusot held Nerys in place, forcing her to watch as the man she loved was slowly, painfully, beaten to the brink of death.

“Let him go!”  She sobbed, “Rusot, let him go!  He hasn’t done anything to you.”  It was useless to struggle against the arms that held her in place, but Nerys tried anyway.  “Rusot, you’re killing him!”  She couldn’t take it any more.  She knew that Rusot would kill Antos.  “Rusot,” her voice dropped, hopefully low enough so that Antos wouldn’t hear.  “Rusot, let him go and you can have me.”  


“No!”  Antos lunged again, but was snapped back by the guards, forced to his knees and held in place while Rusot loosened his trousers.  

“It’s nice to know that love isn’t dead.  Yet.”  He pushed Nerys to her knees.

“Let him go, Rusot.  Let him go and I’ll give myself willingly.  But you have to let him go.”  Nerys tried to stand, but Rusot backhanded her, sending her flying.  

“I like the idea of you giving yourself to me, Nerys.”  

Nerys scrambled to her feet, casting helpless glances back at Bariel.  His efforts to shut his eyes and drop his head were useless, as one of the Cardies made sure he saw everything.  The tree limb above her would hold her weight.  She could leap easily and climb to the top.  But that would only be saving herself.  It was certain that they would kill Bariel.

And Rusot was too fast for her.  He grabbed her, and pulled her underneath his large body.  The large Cardassian’s mouth on hers muffled Nerys’ screams.  He thrust over and over, cutting into her small body and making her bleed.  When he was finished, he stood and spit on the young girl, laughing at her broken body.  Before letting her go completely, he pulled out his knife, slicing off her prized red locks.  The braid swung from his hand, a trophy from yet another conquest.  Nerys only bled quietly from where the knife had sliced her.  


"Would either of you care for a try?  Franzu, I know she escaped you the other day.  I can hold him.”  Rusot walked to where Antos lay, barely conscious, and kicked him.  “Aw, he’s no fun.” 

Franzu lunged, ready to finish off what was left of Nerys’ body, but a hand on his elbow stopped him.  

The third member of their party, a guard slightly older and slightly smaller, shook his head.  “Let her die in peace.”  Franzu spit at his friend and lunged again, but the hand remained on his elbow.  “Let her be.”

“”Let it go, Franzu,”  Rusot snarled, “anyway, we’ve got to get this one,” he kicked Bariel, “to a transport.  Gallitep awaits.” He hefted Bariel's body to his shoulder and stalked off.  One Cardassian stayed behind.


“Here,” covered Nerys with the cloak, “are you okay?”  Nerys couldn’t respond.  Her body was on fire and all she wanted to do was climb into a hole and die.  Not only had Antos been taken, but Rusot had finally won.  Too bad the Prophets frowned on suicide.  And she could still smell Cardassian.  “I’m sorry he hurt you.”  She wanted to spit, but her mouth hurt where Rusot had shoved himself inside.  Her face was sticky with him . . . “I can take you back to the camp.”


Nerys finally looked at the lizard in front of her.  There was no sense that he was going to hurt her more, but he hadn’t stopped Rusot either.  She spat, coughing blood.  Before she could make a snide comment, she noticed a glimmer of chain in the dust.  A broken bracelet was all she had left of Antos.  Silently, she lost consciousness.  Damar wrapped her tightly in the tattered cloak, trying to make her last few hours with this universe as comfortable as possible.  Silently he took a moment, asking whatever gods existed to protect her and welcome her into whatever existence there was after this one.  Then, careful not to disturb her, he disappeared into the darkness, doing his best to hold in the vomit that threatened to spill everywhere.

Dawn broke, the usual gray ash greeting the sun with little enthusiasm for the new day.  Fala woke early, his restless sleep from the night before coming to a grateful end.  Every hour he’d woken up, expecting the bedroll where Nerys now spent occasional nights to be occupied.  It was rare that she made it back to the small shelter, usually her nights were spent in Antos’ arms, but last night he’d heard the screams of a young girl being attacked and he knew, somewhere in his heart, that it was Nerys.  

He completed his usual rounds on autopilot, barely registering the blank eyes of the children or the hopelessness of the parents.  When he reached the camp where Antos made his bed, his fears were confirmed.  It was silent.  No ashes from a fire, no telltale signs of habitation; the bedroll hadn’t even been slept in.  Both Nerys and Antos were habitually late sleepers and more than once he’d been the one to wake them, trying to be discreet as they rearranged their clothing.  

His heart thudding in his chest, he headed to the gates of the camp, praying that he wouldn’t find what he knew was waiting.  The moba tree was far enough away from the camp to offer privacy to the many lovers who used it, but close enough so that Fala could see a crumpled bundle lying beneath it.  Not caring that he could be punished for leaving the camp without a pass, Fala raced to the girl, recognizing the crop of red hair long before he arrived at her side.

Nerys was barely breathing, blood clogging her mouth and nose and seeping from the slicing wounds Rusot’s knife had made.  Her shift lay in pieces under the tree, torn beyond any hope of repair.  Only Antos’ cloak protected her.  

“Sweet Prophets,” he knelt at her side, brushing what was left of her hair back from her face, “oh what did they do to you?”  But now wasn’t the time to weep.  He needed to get her back inside the camp before the Cardassians punished both of them for being outside the gates.  He could handle a beating, but they would kill Nerys without a second thought.  As he lifted her nearly weightless body into his arms, Fala noticed something glimmering in the grass.  The shreds of the betrothal bracelet, an ancient chain, the likes of which Fala had seen only once before, glinted up at him with a vague promise of hope.  Taking the extra moment to gather the broken pieces he tied them into the corner of the cloak and hurried back to camp.     


The cell was cold and dank.  In a way, Bariel wished he were in a labor camp.  At least there he could move his stiff muscles and get the musty air out of his lungs.  


The ash fell much heavier here and there was the distinct smell of rotting flesh.  It churned his stomach and he was glad that the Cardies starved the prisoners because he couldn't keep it down anyway.  His thoughts, heart, and days were filled with Nerys.  He didn’t even know if she’d survived the attack.  What if Rusot had killed her?


From the back of the cell there was a movement, but Bariel ignored the man.  He had tried to strike up numerous conversations, but Bariel could only think of Nerys.  She could be dying right now, fever wracking her small and broken body.


"Kid," the man tried again.  He'd watched them throw the boy into the cell. Laughing something about his little wench.  For three days he had sat in the corner, crying and praying. "Kid, come on.  You'll see her again."


Bariel looked up and regarded the prisoner with glassy eyes.  "This is a death prison.  She'll be a widow before I even marry her."  The words were bitter, filled with guilt at his inability to save the girl he loved.  


Glad that he'd been pulled from his stupor the man lumbered over.  "Kempa Nalis."


"Bariel Antos."


"You betrothed? You are awful young."


"So was she."  Tears welled up in his eyes when he remembered Nerys' innocent body being ravaged by Cardassians three times her size.  "She's barely twelve.  But we . . .” He trailed off, choked by sobs.  "We have known each other for four years.  Sometimes love just happens . . ."


"That it does."  Nalis smiled tenderly at the thought of his wife.  He'd last seen her being dragged through the gates to Gallitep.  Even three years later, the dreams haunted him.  "You said was.  The Cardies got to her?"  He spat at the thought, "They took my daughter, too.  She was ten."


"Where is she now?"  Antos was glad to talk.  He needed the companionship.


"Walking with the Prophets.  She didn't survive the attack.  These Cardies carry something in their blood and she got it.  She died three days later."


Fear gripped Bareil's heart.  Dear Prophets, let her live.


Nails nodded.  "Many survive.  She'll be okay.  She has something to live for."  He clasped the boy on the shoulder, "Tell me about her."

“NO!”  Nerys sat up, clutching at the cloak that covered her body.  The smell was familiar . . . Antos.  He had to be nearby.  “Antos?”  She called, needed his warm arms, he always held her when she woke from nightmares.  Why did her legs hurt so much?

Fala knelt at Nerys’ side, glad that she was finally awake.  It had been three days since he had discovered her out under the moba tree.  No one believed that she would recover.  “Welcome back to reality, Little One.”

“Where is Antos?”  She wrapped the cloak tighter.  Why was she so cold?

Part of Fala was very glad that Nerys couldn’t remember what had happened.  The other part was worried.  She was going to remember eventually, and it was going to be painful.  “Antos was taken, Nerys.”

“Taken where?”  She wrapped the cloak even tighter, “Fala, it’s cold here.”

“I know.”  It was hotter than usual in the center.  

“Fala, where did they take him?”  She rubbed her hands together, wincing when her fingers grazed the raw skin where her bracelet had been torn off.  An image came to her.  “Fala, my legs hurt.”

“I know.”  He kissed the top of her head.  

“Where is my bracelet?”  She swallowed hard, “Fala, who took my bracelet?”

“It broke, Nessie.  But we’ve got all the pieces.”

“Oh.”  She shifted around, “Fala, I’m cold.”  A rat ventured close, sniffing at the dried blood on the cloak, but Nerys batted it away.  

“Are you hungry, Nessie?”

“I’m cold, Fala.  And so tired.  Why am I tired, Fala?”  She lay back down, stretching her legs out, “I’m going to sleep now.”

A shadow fell over the camp and Fala looked up into the eyes of Lorit Akrem.  “She’s not doing very well, Lorit.”

“I have to take her now.  We are moving on and will not be back for quite some time.”  He leaned down to the girl he considered a daughter.  “Is she pregnant?”  The question was blunt, but needed to be asked.  He couldn’t take her with him if she was pregnant.  They had no need for children who were having children.  The resistance were fighters, not parents.

“I don’t believe so.  She bled for two days.  I had one of the midwives put that dreadful mixture of herbs into her tea, though.  She drank a little yesterday, though she probably doesn’t remember.”

Lorit picked the girl up, keeping her wrapped tightly in the cloak.  “Thank you for looking after her, Fala.”

“Take care of her.”  Fala brushed the bright red hair back from her feverish forehead.  

“She is in good hands now.”  Both men turned at the all too familiar sound of Cardassian footfalls and before any more words could be exchanged, Lorit disappeared into the shadows.

Shakaar Edon was known for his bleeding heart.  It was, ironically, one of the things that made him such a brilliant leader.  His small resistance cell had been around for only twelve years, but they had a well-known reputation for being swift, accurate, and deadly.  New members were recruited only with permission and Edon had to give an ultimate final approval.  Retribution was expected and deadly if a fellow member was harmed.

Lorit Akrem had been raving for months about this young girl he knew from the Singha camp.  Apparently, Lorit had known the girl’s father from work they had done together.  But he talked constantly about her determination and stamina, about how she practically raised herself and her brothers, about how she had a knack for getting out of tough situations.  Her young age worried all of them, but she would be useful running errands and cleaning weapons.

“Edon!”  The familiar voice pulled him from his musings.  Lorit hurried in, a small, broken body in his arms.  “Get me some water.  And the cleanest rags we have.  While you’re at it, where the hell is Lupaza?”

Edon leapt to his friend’s side, taking the girl from his arms.  She was a child of the camps, callused from work in the mines, and emaciated from a lifetime of starvation.  With one look it was clear what had happened to her.  “I’ll get Lupaza.”  He set the girl on his own bedroll, “Where did you find her?”

“This is Kira Nerys.”

The silence in the cave spoke volumes.  They had no time to nurse a future cell member back to health, but she was here and it was now their duty to see that she lived.  Her recovery time would be an excellent indicator of how well she would serve the cell.  For a moment, Shakaar took a moment to look at the girl.  Despite the bruises on her face, she was lovely.  And the strength she possessed was evident, even in her drug induced state.  “I’ll get Lupaza,” he repeated.  

Four Years Later—2359

Capitol City

Bajor


Nerys took pride in the bravery shown by her fellow Bajorans.  The people at this camp had no reason to take in resistance fighters.  If the Cardassians discovered the Shakaar here, hundreds of people would die.  But still, the villagers opened their huts and their hearts and fed the starving soldiers.


Those who lived near the Capitol City had it easier than others did on the planet.  The Cardassians ran their “government” from here, and to keep violence to a minimum, they kept their slayings of innocents low.  The monastery was also here, where the Kai herself lived, and the Cardassians knew that if they harmed Opaka, their time on Bajor was through.  The Shakaar were passing through, heading for a stronghold in Dakurrh province, but Nerys was staying behind, at least for a little while.


The cloak had grown thin over the years, but it still dwarfed her when she wrapped it around her thin shoulders.  She had finally reached her full height, and the cloak still dragged the ground.  It was warm, inviting, and still smelled of him.


Lupaza had repaired the bracelet the same day she had made Nerys’ earring.  The intricate chain would never hold the same beauty that it once had, but it still took a person’s breath away.  The chain was so old, so amazingly delicate, and so perfect to rest on Nerys’ wrist.  It had been four years since she’d seen Bariel, and she had been faithful the entire time.  Now, she had the chance to stay with him.


He was here.  The family who had so kindly put a roof over her head had confirmed it.  A young man, fitting Bariel’s description, with a definite love of gardening.  She could stay.  Four years ago he had told her that the monastery was ready for both of them.  And four years ago she could have followed him willingly.  Despite her protests to the contrary, she had been willing to follow him.  


Now she had to make the same choice again.  But this time, it was the mind of a woman, not the heart of a child that was doing the thinking.  She pulled the cloak tighter around herself, shifting her weight on the uncomfortable rock where she kept watch for patrols.  Four years ago she had been a child caught up in the romantic notion of fighting to free her people.  Now it wasn’t a notion, it was a way of life.  What she did was important, necessary to Bajor’s survival.  And she couldn’t stand by while others fought in her place.  But staying with Bariel was what she had always wanted.  For eight years, he had been the driving force behind her actions.  Could she really walk away from all of it?


“I don’t expect you back, Nerys,” Shakaar’s gentle voice washed over her. 

“I know.  But that doesn’t change anything.”


“Stay with him.  All I’ve heard from you for four years is how much you love the bastard.  Nerys, we don’t know for sure when the Cardies will leave.  Have a life, be in love, and raise children.  Do all the things that you may not be able to do otherwise.”


“Am I that dispensable?”  Her tone was dry.


“That’s not funny.”  He rested a hand on her shoulder, “No one will think you’ve abandoned us.  You’ve been a good soldier.”


“And I’ve made up my mind.  I’ll meet you in three days at the rendezvous point.  It will give me time to see him and to explain why I can’t stay.”  She sighed, “And it’s a conversation that I don’t want to have.  Prophets, Edon, I want to stay with him.  But my mind has been made up since Gallitep.”


“Good luck, Nerys.”


The cloak offered little protection against the pacing guards on each corner.  The Capitol City was in ruins; fire burns marked every building, most windows were blasted out, and rubble lined the streets.  The scattered movement came from rats, the occasional group of prisoners in chains, and the guards.  Only one building, Parliament, remained completely in tact.  Nerys could smell the stench of Cardassian collaborator from across the city.  There were bodies rotting in the gutters, half-disintegrated corpses of food for the rats.


Despite its surroundings, the monastery looked majestic.  A sense of peace enveloped the walls, permeating the air around the stronghold.  A few sickly trees poked their tops over the western wall.  


Nerys darted from shadow to shadow, holding her breath each time she passed a guard.  If anyone discovered her presence, the entire resistance cell would be compromised.  Only Shakaar knew exactly where she was, and that alone was dangerous enough. 


The wall was lower here, and she scaled the walls easily, dropping silently into the courtyard below.  The monastery was nothing more than a prison; the monks were not free to come and go.  


Chanting in the distance led her to the temple itself, six devoted monks clustered together, praying for freedom.  Nerys dropped to her knee in a moment of respect before slipping back into the shadows.


Footsteps startled her and she turned.  Friend or enemy?


Friend.


The man limped and his battle scars betrayed a life of misery.  Carefully she emerged into the half-light of the candles.  The man jumped, crying out against a possible attack.


“I am a friend,” Nerys kept her head covered.  Any exposure at the moment was dangerous.


Sensing she was not dangerous, the old man limped forward.  “What do you want, Child?”


“I am looking for a man.  Bariel Antos.”  Fear gripped her.  “Is he here?”


Sadly, the monk shook his head.  “He was, Child, but was taken from us only days ago.  The Cardassians will not touch Opaka, but will take us instead.”


Nerys couldn’t breathe.  The room was spinning.  Or was she spinning?  Why wasn’t he here?  Why had the Prophets led her here only to take him away?  This couldn’t be happening.  She was too late.  They’d taken him.  Her knees crumpled and the floor rushed up to meet her.  The old monk knelt at her side, a hand resting lovingly on her back.  There was no doubt in his mind who this young woman was, and the bracelet he’d seen on her wrist confirmed it.  Over the years he’d become close to the young initiate monk and had heard the stories of the young girl who’d stolen Antos’ heart.  She was lovely, the description Antos provided did not do her justice.  


“Calm yourself, Child.”  The words were hollow, but necessary.  “Let me take you into the inner sanctum.  You can rest for tonight before leaving.”  There was little food to spare, but this child needed nourishment.  She was far too thin to be healthy and tonight he would share his rations with her.  


“Where did they take him?”  This wasn’t happening.  She had to find him.  She had to save him from the horrors of yet another prison camp.  He’d survived Gallitep, that much she knew, and she couldn’t live with herself if he was imprisoned again.


“We don’t know, Child.”  The monk helped her to her feet and led her deep inside the monastery.  She followed blindly, still stunned at the news.  It wasn’t until she was seated at a decaying wooden table with a mug of water and slice of bread in front of her that recognition dawned in her large brown eyes.


“Thank you, Vedek.”


“Call me Tilna.”  He patted her scarred fingers with his own knotted hand and smiled tenderly at her, “You remind me of my daughter.  She’d be just a bit older than you now.  She also fights with the resistance.”  His beautiful daughter, the spitting image of her mother, fought with the Ornathia resistance cell.  He hadn’t seen her in over three years.  “You are Kira Nerys.  Antos has told me about you.”


Tears filled her eyes.  “Tell me he was healthy.  Tell me that he wasn’t infected at Gallitep.”


“He was fine while living here.  The Prophets have blessed him with a protective hand.”  Smiling, Tilna poured some water for himself, “He is select among those who have been called to service.  Even the Kai herself has said so.  There is a peace about him.”


Nerys nibbled at the bread, glad for the nourishment.  The road to the rendezvous point was long and treacherous and she would be waiting for Edon to show.  She would leave tonight.  The bracelet caught her eye and she fingered it, remembering how tenderly Antos had slipped it onto her arm, praying that she watch herself.  Those were her final memories of him, the rape was little more than a hazy memory and the occasional pain that stabbed through her abdomen when she stretched the wrong way.  Rusot had damaged her permanently and the wounds would never really heal, no matter how long she waited.  “I can’t stay long.  I don’t want to place you in danger.  Thank you, Tilna.”  Nerys stood.


“Stay for the night, Child.”


Nerys was tempted, but she couldn’t.  Her heart was overruling her mind; she couldn’t stay a minute longer than necessary if Antos wasn’t here.  The bracelet weighed heavily on her wrist, demanding that she get as far away from the memory of Antos as possible.  “Thank you for your hospitality but I need to be going.”  Maybe she could catch up to the cell if she hurried.  There was little point to her staying behind if Antos wasn’t here.  Slipping back into the shadows, a skill she had perfect long ago, Nerys crept back through the monastery to the low wall she had scaled only an hour ago.  At the edge of the city she paused, looking back at the life she had been praying about for four years.  It would happen for her someday, but not tonight.  The pale light from the third moon caught the chain on her wrist and she fingered it, feeling Antos’ lips on her neck and his arms tightly around her body.  They were destined for each other but first, Bajor had to be saved.  The life they dreamed of could only happen when Cardassia was gone.  


Tears filled her eyes as she slipped the ancient chain from her wrist.  This was not a time to hold to a promise she knew she couldn’t keep.  The Prophets only knew when she would see Antos again and she could not question the path they had laid for her.  A small pouch filled with herbs rested at her waist and she slipped the bracelet inside, nestling it at the bottom among the leathery folds.  The herbs and cloth would protect the chain until it was time for her to once again wear the bracelet proudly.  


The moon now smiled upon the monastery, gracing the stone fortress with a false sense of peace. It was tempting to race back to the security of the walls and wait for Antos to return, but that was not the destiny that awaited her.  Tears fell from her eyes, but she turned away and headed into the depths of the forest, approaching her destiny with her head high and her shoulders squared.  But her heart remained in that monastery, anxiously waiting for Antos to return.


But she did not turn back.      

