CHAPTER 20.0

When the smoke around her cleared her levitating form, Naressa moved her arms and uncovered her eyes and looked all around the aft section now engulfed in flames. Right at the last moment she was able to switch her powers inward to levitate her and shield her from harm; it killed her that her power couldn’t extend into the ysalamiri field to help Juna, Muriel, and whoever was helping them. None of the walkways and catwalks was left standing, and the levels below here were covered with debris and twisted beyond access. The one responsible for setting off the explosion, and more pressing of a concern to Naressa the whereabouts of Juna, were no where to be seen or found below.

Worse yet, just below her feet some mere few inches, was the ysalamiri influence still engulfing the bottom half of the ship. 

“JUNA! SPEAK TO ME MY BABY!” she yelled. It was impossible to hear anything with the roar of flames and the noise of metal beginning to groan from structural arrest. “JUNA! ENOTHCHILD! PLEASE, SAY ANYTHING! TELL ME WHERE YOU ARE! MURIEL!!!!!!”

There was no reply, so Naressa saw no alternative. Floating towards one of the few remaining ladders, she shut down her powers and descended downward into the Force-empty abyss below.

Muriel came to…and landed so hard on the metal deck she almost was knocked out again; she was a brief victim of the explosion shock wave disrupting the equilibrium fluid in her ears, making her dizzy and causing her to lose consciousness until the fluid equalized. After a good hard bounce, followed by a forearm-breaking stop against a computer terminal, she wished she had stayed unconscious with all the pain she felt now. The break was elongated in her forearm, caused when her elbow, with arm bent and funny bone exposed, struck the metal broad. The electricity associated with banging one’s funny bone was thousands of times worse, and all she could do for a minute or so was wither in pain and cry.

Gritting her teeth hard, she used her left arm to push herself up. Hobbling due to the bruising of her muscles in her legs, Muriel cried out, “JUNA! JUNA WHERE ARE YOU!”

Clear on the opposite side of the engineering section, Enothchild reached down and grunting moved a hunk of metal out of his way. He had hit Prophet when he leapt at him, but after that all he could remember was seeing the ceiling, striking that, hitting the wall, going through a cat walk, and finally landing where he began his quest to reach where he thought Juna might be. Tossing another piece of metal aside and stepping through a short breezeway connector between rooms, he noted that in certain parts of the darkened area the metal was glowing a eerie light green barely visible to the naked eye. Radioactivity he thought to himself. There are great amounts of charged particles running through here. Hopefully Juna isn’t down in here. 

Granted, once they were safely away she could go through a treatment of decontamination if she was near the reactor core, but hard radiation exposure would surely kill her, or Muriel or Ros or Naressa, in minutes if not seconds; fusion reactors churned out large amounts of x-ray radiation, and contrary to popular opinion due to it’s use in medicine in age’s past, x-rays in high doses could cause severe burns to flesh and even ignite water on fire if the particles were ‘excited’ enough. Even Enothchild was vulnerable to the radiation, one of the very few things in the universe that could kill a Vhinphyc just as equally as it could kill anyone else.
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That, of course, was what made Enothchild work faster in his search more than anything else. Running, it would take at least 2 minutes to reach the Millennium Falcon. Grabbing another slab of metal, he heaved it out of his way and found a completely clear corridor to the other side of the level.

With a grunt and a push, Ros kicked off the leftover catwalk that had went with him when the explosion occurred and caused him, the structure, and her Royal Highness to sail across the expanse of the engineering section. To his amazement he didn’t have a mark on him and to his bewilderment, upon looking around and finding himself in a room, he didn’t have a clue where he was, or what happened to Queen Angelleia. He remembered holding her, then the explosion…

Magus Prophet. “Shit!” He left the room via the hole made by the catwalk and looked around in desperation; Prophet was leaping for Queen Angelleia just prior to the explosion. After that, Ros wasn’t sure what happened. “Your Highness!” he shouted, and then he heard the announcement: eight minutes before the ships is destroyed. “YOUR HIGHNESS, WHERE ARE YOU!”

“MASTER!” Ros looked up at an opening above him and saw Casper looking down at him. “Master, are you all right?”

“Casper is her Royal Highness up there! Did you happen to see anyone else?”

“No, but I’ve heard some noise coming from over there.” Casper gestured with his head in the direction. “Sounds like someone is moving metal.”

“Enothchild, I think. Under the circumstances we don’t have time to investigate.” Rubbing his eyes to gain more visual clarity, Ros said, “Casper, I want you to stay up on that level, find whoever you can for survivors in six minutes, and get out of here with time to spare!” 

“What about you?”

“I’m right behind you!”

Casper hesitated for a second, and then said, “I don’t believe you!”

“It’s not a question of belief, it is a question of following my orders! Just do it!”

Casper nodded, and the two Jedi went their separate ways. Ros kept looking around his level, and kept coming back to the openings within engineering that lead to the lower levels. Close to the main power distribution shaft, his eye barely caught a glimpse of something…

Someone: a Human hand, female and young in structure. “Your Highness!” 

A red lightsaber ignited not far from the prone figure, followed by a deep in bass, animalistic growl. There was a dim, yellowish glow, about the size of a humanoid’s eye looking right at the Jedi.

Ros didn’t hesitate. Jumping, he ignited his lightsaber on the way down and blocked Prophet’s on coming attack. Backing off as much as possible to keep from being totally overwhelmed and bested, Ros tried to look to see if Angelleia was all right. By the looks of things she was unconscious and that was all. Backing off from Prophet, he immediately did note the Vhinech stumbling off balanced and acting a bit sluggish; in the light that trickled down into the chamber, he could see the giant had multiple serious wounds and although Prophet appeared to be focusing on him, it seemed as if he was punch drunk.

Ros took the opportunity and rapidly engaged Prophet, taken full advantage of the Vhinech’s disorientation. The beast was strong, but they were equal in speed now even if Ros couldn’t feel the Force and apparently Prophet had trouble tapping it now. He kept his attacks in the middle, low, and close: the weaknesses of a tall person with a range advantage. Ros came right, left, right, flicked up towards Prophet’s midsection, spun around and slashed, slashed, slashed, hacked, and swipe. He eventually created an end to the fight when he negotiated Prophet’s blade down, shoved his lightsaber and arms down between Prophet’s, and lifted it up to force the brute to move his right arm or have it cut off… 

In a blink of an eye, Prophet’s hand found his throat; Ros didn’t see it because the Force wasn’t with him in the lower levels. Prophet other hand with his lightsaber pinned Ros’ lightsaber against him. Ros did all he could to push the blade away from his face, but it was like he was trying to push against a pneumatic press. The blades just continued to slowly creep towards him, and he could feel no more air entering his lungs. The beast sneered at him and said, “You are not worthy of my time, or my Juna.” 

Right at that moment, just as Prophet appeared to be ready to kill Ros, a small bottle with a burning rag attached to it smashed on top of Prophet’s head, broke the bottle and released it’s contents, and lit him on fire. Prophet tossed Ros aside, the Jedi Knight rolling on the ground to put out the fire on his chest and shoulders from the droid oil that came from the bottle, finally removing his Jedi robe and ridding of it. Prophet snarled and roared as the fire continued to burn, using his cloak as fuel to burn now. Another burning bottle hit him, and the flames just whooshed and consumed him even more. 

Ros looked up through the hole, and saw a very attractive, dark haired Human woman tossing away a burning piece of inner hull plastic; what she used to light her little weapons of warfare. She spoke to him frantically. “Don’t just stand there, Jedi, hand me up my daughter! This smecking ship is going to blow!”

The Queen’s mother! Quickly, Ros ran over to Angelleia and took a quick look at her. Angelleia had a little bump on her head, but her breathing was good and no other injuries were apparent. He picked her up, pressing the surprising tall Royal Highness above his chest and head. “Reach down, my Lady!”

Prophet suddenly stopped panicking, and without warning the fire just snuffed out. Not even heat or smoke bleed off him.

Naressa grabbed Angelleia from under her armpits and began to pull up when she noticed the fire going out; Prophet used the Force to smother the fire. The only new damage on him was a redden face, but that was easily his growing anger. “Jedi look out!” 

Ros let go of Angelleia and ignited his lightsaber, but the Vhinech just waved his hand and Ros sailed hard backwards into the wall behind him. Stunned, the Twi’lek did all he could to get up, but his struggles were slow. Prophet reached up and with ease just grabbed Juna by the foot and began pulling down. Ros forced himself up again and charged, but Prophet snapped his foot up and caught Ros right in the chest. Ros moved enough to avoid having the kick be fatal, but it did its job and sent him briefly airless against the wall. With Jedi out of the way, Prophet turned his attention back towards Juna and pulled again.

“NO!” Naressa struggled, but soon found herself lying flat on the floor and sliding towards the edge along with Juna. “NO! I WON’T LET YOU HAVE HER!” Her shoe’s pointy ends found purchase in a divot hole and with what strength she had, which wasn’t much, she tried to hold on to Juna. All the while she screamed at him, “YOU CAN’T HAVE HER! I WON’T LET YOU!”

“You have very little choice in the matter, Black Rose,” Prophet mused loud enough for Naressa to hear. “If you like, you may come with us. In fact I would enjoy your company just as much as I will enjoy Juna’s.” He began to pull harder, but he was carefully not too pull so hard that he harm Juna in the process. “I insist on it.”

Naressa could feel him really pull now, and she began to feel the metal edging of the hole where her feet were in cut through her patent leather shoes and into her toes. The pain soaked into her conscious, beginning to mingle in with her worst fears and physical struggle, and her anger and frustration exceeded any level she had reached before in either regard. She could feel her grip slipping on Juna, on her daughter, on her baby, on the only thing that really mattered to her the most in this evil, sick universe at this very moment. She couldn’t take it. Her Light in the hands of Darkness, to be twisted and changed into a creature of malevolent horror, and she was powerless to stop it. What kind of a mother was she? Why couldn’t she protect her daughter? Why? Why! WHY!

A great pain hit her chest, and at first she thought it was nothing until it hit again. It was followed by a great wave of nausea and fatigue, followed by cloudy vision and headache. Naressa found herself letting go of Juna as she began to shake and tremble uncontrollably. It felt like she was being electrocuted, or even having a heart attack. What…is…happening-? Before the answer could be reached, she felt herself become very cold before losing consciousness all together.

Prophet pulled Juna down and held her in his large hands. Noting her unconsciousness, he probed her with the Force and found that she was just out of it. He took just a moment to admire her, and he could feel her power pulsating from within through his hands. It was a grand power, much more so than the first time he held her. And unlike the last time there was more of Juna to be held; even with the thick, heavy royal clothing that was designed to minimize her sexuality to some extent, he could feel her having a very exquisite body. This close to her, to her angelic face, was to date the best thing he ever saw; a unique vision of sculpted art in which no copy could ever be made. 

Prophet whispered quietly to her. “Why do have this spell on me, my beloved? Why do you enchant me so?” He gave her head a gentle caress, hoping she would awaken so he may look into her gentle eyes. He let his hand rub across her chest, just north of her breast, very slowly. She suddenly made a little sound, and her head began to move. Smiling, he put his large hand up to her face and held it, running his thumb over her lips in one direction, then another. When they pursed, a smile tugged the corners of his mouth, and he brought her head up to his to touch her lips with his…

Prophet looked up where he had pulled Juna from the upper floor as his nose first caught a change in scent patterns. There was a great disturbance in the Force that he began to feel now, and it was getting more and more disturbing, and it was coming from Juna’s mother. He braced himself with Juna still in his arms, readying himself for another attack…

A new scent entered his nose and brought his focus to shift elsewhere. Turning towards the source, he saw Helle’anglotov’vesil standing there with her laser cannon. The female Vhinphyc smiled and said his name as a curse. “Prophet.”

In a flash, Prophet tossed Juna safely through the hole above him and moved to his right as Helle’anglotov’vesil opened fire on him. Ros, recovering now with the sound of fire, jumped for the nearest ladder and scampered up it. Helle’anglotov’vesil kept firing, and at the last second realized one of her shots hit a fuel matter containment tank, filled with hydrogen-isotopic slush and gas.

BOOM! CRASH!

The explosion was isolated and not devastating, but the end results were. The small explosion blew out a main retaining strut all ready buckled and cracked from the previous explosion. The levels attached to the strut came crashing down like a house of cards, and walls blew out, and minute explosions caused mounds of debris and cave ins all around the section of engineering where everything had occurred between Prophet and the others. The ship shuddered worse than before, and hull breech warnings began screaming all over the vessel to those that could hear. Many of the remaining Vhinech, the few that were still left over began making their way towards their vessels, feeling that their stay has lasted far too long now. 

Enothchild held his ground and hoped a little for the falling debris to stop; their were levels of frustration in him that he could not ignore due to the fact he couldn’t use the Force. For all he knew, that debris was crushing Juna or whoever else. Someone suddenly grabbed his arm and he about threw a punch when he saw who it was. “Muriel! You all right!”

Muriel grimaced in pain and said, “Not really, but I’ll manage.” She grabbed her broken arm again, and at that moment Enothchild pulled her into a protective, body covering Vhinphyc hug when a large beam came down in front of them. Releasing the hold, he heard the latest announcement come over the speakers that still worked. “We have only 4 minutes now! Get out of here, Muriel!”

“No way in hell, Enothchild,” she protested loudly. “I’m not leaving Juna or Naressa here!”

“There’s no sense in us all dying!”

“Right, so the more eyes that look, the quicker ALL of us get the hell out of here.”

He looked at her hard, then gave up and said, “I can’t tell you anything, can I?”

“And you have been around Dizzy the last six months? Didn’t he tell you anything: he can’t tell me anything either!”

Shaking his head, he said, “Okay, but stay by me.” She agreed, and the both of them went down a freshly made corridor through a major wall. It was foolish for him to let her stay, but Muriel was like him: no way was he going to leave anyone he cared for behind with their life in jeopardy. He would stay as long as he could, and perhaps longer than common sense would dictate.

Elsewhere, and on the other side of a mountain of debris, Casper squeezed through a collapsed opening and walked down a flight of broken stairs to reach the next level down. He had seen something weird just moments ago that looked like a person trying to rise up from a bent-waist position. Hand on his lightsaber, he finally made it past a cloud of smoke and saw a large, feminine figure in a green jump suit being carried across the bloodied shoulders and face of his Master, Ros. “Master, do you need assistance?”

To Casper’s surprise, a very alien looking frown of disgust was clearly etched on his face and when he spoke, it was full of angst. “Yeah, help me by clearing the way. I want this woman off this ship so I can beat some intelligence into her later! She fricking fired on a fuel cell, we’re damn lucky she didn’t blow up the entire ship with her stupidity and kill us all! Apparently she hit her head pretty good from the blast wave!” 
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“Let’s go!” commanded Ros. Shifting her weight more evenly across his shoulders, he followed his Padawan out. “Let’s hope Enothchild has gotten everyone else out of here!”

“And if he hasn’t?”

Ros coughed as the smoke entered his nostrils. Or was it because he considered that fact Casper brought up all ready and he needed some way to not answer the question. Without the Force there was no way to determine if her Royal Highness, or if anyone else, was still alive at this point and with time running out he had to assume the worse. There was a part of him that wanted him to stay, to keep looking for everyone so they could leave together, and if he were alone he would have been inclined to do so.

What kept him was the Padawan Learner walking in front of him, waiting for an answer, and the renegade, possibly insane, Vhinphyc female draped across his shoulders. He wasn’t just a Jedi Knight anymore; he was a Jedi Master in charge of a Padawan Learner who still had much learn about the Force. Casper had loads of potential to become a Jedi, but it did the boy and the universe at large no good by having him die at such a young age. 

The Jedi Code played in it as well, and if there was ever a double standard/conflicting issue situation this was one of them. He had an obligation, as Jedi Master, to safe guard Casper and all those within his sight line from danger, meaning even the warrior on his shoulders who tried to kill him minutes earlier; consciously, he couldn’t leave her behind. At the same time, he had an obligation to still locate and make sure all living beings were safely away off the ship in time, even if it meant his life. 

Anyone who thought a Jedi’s life was easy should spend just one second, in this situation, in my boots, thought Ros. 

It hurt him, but he also had all the confidence in the Force in his former Jedi Master to come out of this alive, well, and everyone he can save. He said finally, “He’s coming. Have faith in the Force, my Padawan. He’s coming.”

