CHAPTER 59.0

As the ramp finally closed up and sealed, Juna helped Muriel up and said, “Take the dorsal gun pod. I’ll get Dizzy to the ventral pod.”

Muriel grabbed Juna hard to stop her from running and said, “Juna, we can track him and point him out to the Golan Alpha commanders. We don’t need to directly engage him.”

“They won’t hit him. We will with me flying.”

“We’re also running without a diplomatic encrypt,” she said with a raised voice. “As far as they are concern we’re cannon fodder too.”

Juna shook her off and pointed a stern finger at her friend. “If you want to make up for not telling me everything up to now, then I suggest you get your ass in that gun pod!”

“Juna!”

“I mean it Muriel!” 

After a few moments of contemplation between them Juna sighed heavily when she realized how harsh she made that all sound; it was like their friendship was over if she didn’t do what she asked; no, not asked, demanded. Juna she shook her hands in frustration and pleaded with her. “Please, Muriel? Please?”

Muriel thought about it and finally thought of Naressa at that moment. She said, “All right, but if I say it’s too hairy up there we bail. I mean it, Juna! I and my husband’s lives are in your hands.”

Juna gave her a nod and ran up front as Muriel climbed up the pod ladder to the top, a few times as she ran her long, wet hair blinded her as it jostled about so she had to stop to move the offending braids and that kind of extended in her mind how much longer Magus Prophet had to live. She could feel her fingers again thanks to the ship being warmer than it was outside on top of Nadine Towers so that meant she had full dexterity control for flying. The rain had soothed her eyes from the minor flash burn she got from Qualeggoes’ lightsaber, and her head was clear from having banged it. All that in mind, Prophet was in deep, deep trouble.

Reaching the cockpit she said, “Dizzy, that’s Prophet in that ship! Let me fly her and take the lower deuces.”

Dizzy looked up from his controls and he said, “Are you crazy? Without a Dip-Encrypt we’re southern fried bantha shit if we fight Prophet; those Golan Alphas will not discriminate.”

“They won’t hit us, I’ll make sure of it. You know how good of a pilot I am.”

“In a starfighter. This, on the other hand, is a flying jalopy!” 

“Come on, Dizzy, he’ll get away. I want him.” She tugged at his arm and added, “He murdered my parents. He wants to rape me. I can’t live with him still out there.”

Dizzy looked at her and put a hand up to her face, letting it set there for a moment. He said, “I guess you have grown up.” She didn’t know what that meant for sure, but it was getting him out of the pilot’s chair. “I want to light him up anyways. Might as well have the best pilot in the galaxy give me the best shot at doing it.”

“Thanks, Dizzy,” she said. “I’ll keep the damage to us to a minimum.”

“And you will or I’m going to sue you,” he joked. “Watch the nose, Prophet took out the forward stabilizers so we’re heavy there.”

Juna nodded, and Dizzy was quick to leave. Turning her gaze towards Prophet’s ship in the distance, she could see the exhaust glow; she began to focus on it with great intent. Flashes of Prophet’s letter, watching her father die by Prophet’s hands, having the feeling of being felt out by Prophet’s fanged hands, and the drawing from the letter depicting that in Prophet’s mind she wanted to kill her mother and was gloriously free began to filter into her body and mind, causing her heart to beat fast and made her body tremble with the adrenaline rush. Such a act of excitement was not there even with Qualeggoes’ intent to kill her and knowing that the Jedi Master had been involved in her mother’s murder. This was far more personal than someone trying to kill her. 

In reality murder was finite, the end of misery, the ceasing of life. Prophet, on the other hand, wanted her body and soul and to Juna that was a fate worse than death. It was a slow torture, with him constantly there on her mind and his proclamations in the letter that what he did, everything he did – the murder, the destruction, the chaos – was all because he did not have her; as if the lives of the innocent he took was really her fault because she rebuked him and everyone around her kept him from her. It was a dreading of the conscious to know that Prophet thought of her in such ways of romantic involvement; to him this was all a courting ritual. A disgusting proposition, especially with what he wanted to do to her was outlined in such vivid, mature, and overly sensitive detail.

When Dizzy acknowledged that he was in place, Juna threw power into the drives and accelerated her speed. The weapons showed ready, and with that she powered up the shields, upon doing so a warning blared through the comm about having activate defensive systems on in Coruscant space. 

She switched off the comm and stared at Prophet and said out loud and through the Force sarcastically, “You’re on my turf now, Victim. It’s time for you to face the wrath of the Krayt Dragon.”

Juna threw all the throttle switches forward save for the hyperdrive and the Millennium Falcon lurched like a hungry gundark after easy prey. To Prophet’s credit he showed flashes of courage by forgoing Force Hiding for the engagement although Juna couldn’t really sense the ship with the ysalamiri influence all over it. This, even with Dizzy and Muriel at the guns, was she versus Prophet. It wasn’t a lightsaber contest; undoubtedly after what she did in Nue’s office tonight she had hurt her chances in becoming a Jedi so a lightsaber duel was out in the future. This was her environment, all be it in a bigger ship she could manage it, and she was facing him nonetheless.

Prophet’s ship lurched, pulled away from the prescribed exit lanes, and pulled hard to starboard. Juna balanced the deflectors and gave chase, knowing the Falcon was far faster than the Roughrider. There was more warning signals sent her way from Coruscant defense and she ignored them. The sensors indicated that the Golan Alpha fire control suites were becoming hot. She ignored them too, and focused on her target. 

Dizzy opened up first, sending his volleys ahead of Prophet’s ship. The ship responded with a dip and to port. Muriel unleashed fire on him and again he ducked it. Juna adjusted to where she changed who was going to fire in case he turned again and Dizzy caught hit barely on the upper very top engine assembly. Prophet cut short his turn and forced his engines to be in her line of sight so his target was not as big, where prospectively when he turned his craft was larger and easier to hit. To counter it Juna had to Peak and Valley the ship, clutch dropping the front end or accelerating hard up to lower the back, to make Prophet’s ship a longer target. The drawback was during a dip or a rise he could turn and catch Juna out of position and put distance between them. Worse the front end was not all that responsive with the stabilizer out.

Juna kept it all to a minimum, and Dizzy and Muriel hit it with shots. Prophet’s cannons, which were in the front, were out of position to counterattack. As he took his ship on a climb, however, he cut loose on a line of ships that were traveling towards Coruscant. One weak-shielded freighter immediately exploded, and the debris struck and destroyed ships all around it. Immediately in response that entire line of ships, thousands of them it seemed, fled around in a mad dash panic. Other lanes not affected by the attack acted the same way as well and in seconds the section of space the Millennium Falcon was in became an artificial asteroid field with all the ships scampering about.

To add fuel to the fire, the Golan Alphas began trying to hit Prophet’s ship and, as Juna cut to her right to avoid quad fire, the Falcon. That added more to the mass hysteria to the pilots of the high velocity metallic objects around that sector of Coruscant. Nothing helped with the chaos as two thoughts dominated the scene of people not wanting to get killed: fleeing or standing still in place – both ideas in this situation were bad. The ones that fled either got hit by Golan Alpha cannon fire by mistake or forced others as well as Juna to make erratic and life threatening course corrections; most of the time those corrections prove to be just a fatal as they found another ship doing the exact same thing at that moment. Ships killing their momentum and coming to a stop didn’t help because they didn’t move; they were the equivalent of stumps just barely under the surface of dark shallow waters of an inland lake. It was at times too late for someone to make a course correction, and when they did they found one of those ‘stumps’; if the ‘stump’ was moving, those ships would have missed them.

It was like a provoked angry nest of acid stinging bugs from Malestare and Juna was the acid keeper caught in the middle of the catacomb hive. The ships before her took up just about every visible centimeter of her viewpoint through the cockpit. The hectic scene was so blinding no one on board the ship could see stars; only metal, exhaust vents, and more often then not, and not to their liking, the panic faces of pilots.

“I think it’s officially hairy,” came Muriel’s voice of the intercom. “Juna, bail out.”

Juna kept the throttle open and felt the Force flow through her as a cluster of run amok ships appeared before her. Prophet ran his ship through a small hole in the maelstrom. In the mess he intentionally sideswiped a single seat float pod and the tiny vessel made a convenient torpedo, crashing into the bridge of a frigate and causing the frigate to crash into more ships, causing explosions, debris, and other forms of free floating chaos and potential death.

Juna just kept the throttle open, and didn’t budge…  

“Oh, I know you ain’t going through that!” chimed Dizzy.

Juna didn’t waver.

“Juna!”

Right at the last moment she spun the ship, avoiding fire again from the Golan Alphas that seemingly didn’t care what they were firing at. Continuing the spin, she went forth straight ahead…

“FLAIMING BAGS OF POO!!!!!” came Dizzy’s cry, followed by a girlish scream.

The Millennium Falcon spun through a brief, just appearing opening and continued to spin clockwise. With an oncoming ship Juna killed the spin and spun the ship counterclockwise, turned to port – whether it was left or right or up or down was anyone’s guess – spun again quickly clockwise and found Prophet’s ship again, and finally dove down to avoid a Corellian Corvette that just flashed in her way.

All the while Dizzy and Muriel were still screaming for their lives. 

Juna wasn’t done, not by a long shot. She suddenly spun up end over in a power loop, came around, and to her friend’s disbelief based on how quickly they were both firing their cannons, Prophet’s ship was coming right at them; cockpit to cockpit! 

Dizzy hit him when he was still coming, Muriel caught him when he flew underneath the ship and out to starboard. Juna cut to her right, then spun out of the way of a ship and pulled a hard turn to her left just in time to watch Prophet take a few more shots at some civilian short range craft. The explosions marked a point of reference for the Golan Alphas to target and once again space was filled with quad laser cannon fire, followed by burst of energy from the mini battle station’s ion cannon. Soon it was strictly all ion fire; it would disable innocent ships rather than instantly destroyed them on accident.

The Falcon, of course, didn’t have an ion cannon. Prophet knew it, and so his reasoning behind his flying so close to civilian craft; Dizzy and Muriel couldn’t risk shooting at innocent beings. All Juna could do was accept that fact and with the added tension of so many ships around fly to where her friends could target her foe without hitting anyone by mistake. It was not easy by any stretch.

They continued to fumble through the chaos, which became more chaotic with the appearance of two Bith rail cruisers, a very thin, but very long transport craft. As Prophet surpassed a point of space without traffic, the two Bith ships, traveling one on top of the other, cut right into Juna’s path. With metallic noise above and below, Juna just gunned ahead…

“HIT THE BRAKES!!!” came the combined shriek. 

Juna didn’t, but quickly did a throttle hop course correction that caused the ship to hiccup with its front end shooting over the lower Bith craft. The top ship scrapped the hull around Dizzy’s gun placement, while Muriel’s guns caught the bottom ship with a slight glancing hit that practically spun her around. The Falcon’s back end did a light bumpy-bump between both ships and it’s shields and cleared the rest of the way unscathed. 

Prophet’s ship broke through the jam pile of ships and headed straight for the massive parking space station that orbited over the northern pole of Coruscant. Juna got through the mess and proceeded hotly after him. Around them the ion fire at stopped and in it’s place were a short squadron of Z-95 Headhunters emerging from over and under the planetary horizons, trying to box both ships into a targeting sector; within the tight sector, a large ion pulse could pass by both ships without hitting them and render them powerless.

Prophet knows it and thus why he was heading for the space station. If an ion pulse hit it, it could very well knock it out of orbit. It was big enough to where it could survive the atmosphere and with Coruscant’s elevated surface so close to the universe it would only take the station seconds to impact the surface and kill hundreds of millions of people.

Juna knew it too, and that was why she followed him so his ship could be destroyed before hand. Capture, to her, was not an option. Once again she weaved her way through traffic to catch up to Prophet’s ship. The Roughrider cut left, then right and did a spin twist to attempt to lull Juna into a false sense of clear flying; if he did such moves, then there was nothing in the way to hit. Juna smartly eased back on the throttle, hurt to her right, and both Dizzy and Muriel took the cue and pelted Prophet’s rear deflectors with engulfing fire. She then turned her ship back towards Prophet and gave chase. 

Juna looked at the sensors and again had to wonder why Prophet wasn’t using Force Hiding to either cloak his ship to escape, or cover up the facts that now scrolled on her sensor screens. She said in the open intercom, “He just lost his rear deflectors.”

“Juna, we’re getting angry looks from those Headhunters,” chimed Muriel. “Get on the comm and tell them who we are.”

“No time,” said Juna, once again pulling a tight set of maneuvers. “And I’m here unofficially, remember? They won’t believe me.”

“Come on, Red, I think we can take this bozo!” Even though he was in fear only a short time ago, Dizzy was back on her side.

Juna followed Prophet into the docking ring gullet, and the Vhinech fired upon the support arms holding the ships, or anything else made of metal that could be shaken loose. Juna haphazardly just prodded ahead.

“Okay maybe my honeypoo is right, Juna, you should justmaybeBACKOFFTHETHROATTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTLLLLLLLEEEEEE!!!” Dizzy frantically exclaimed as large ships began to fill the flight path ahead. With unhindered focus she weaved and bobbed through the mess, spinning, throwing the ship into insane dives…

“DIAL DOWN THE COMPENSATORRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!!!!” Muriel’s cries wailed on the ‘r’ as Juna miraculously spun the ship in such a way to slip through an ever growing small slot between two free floating ships ready to collide with one another….

Suddenly Prophet’s ship was coming right at them from a rising freed ship, and he cut loose on the cockpit. The deflector shield held, but the cannon flashing bothered Juna enough to loose control of the Falcon still trying to recover from the acrobatic moves she unleashed. More congestion ahead, Juna turned the ship hard to the port and kept only seeing the space station in her view port get closer and closer. The deflector shields began to warble in harmonics, and that suggested that the energy was actually scraping metal and paint off the station’s hull…

“JunnnnnnnnnnnnnAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!!!” 

With the combined exclamation, Juna saw the fueling wicket now in their way; the large apparatus used for fueling ore haulers, usually secured to the station, was out in the opening and it’s fueling hoses were loose; the hoses were larger in diameter than the Falcon! They whipped around with momentum, threatening to take anything out! The hoses hit one of the floating ships and destroyed it with relative easy, another hose struck the side of the space station and put a deep impact impression the shape and length of the hose! All and all everyone around the station was thankful the hose was not full of fuel or everyone would be having a bad day.

Juna threw caution to the cosmic winds and sliced her way through a tight zigzag that about threw her out of the pilot’s chair; only the controls were her hand holds and undoubtedly if she let go of them she would have more to worry about than just losing her seat. She cleared the floating mess, but the ship’s systems yellowed line, some pushing to red line status. The Falcon, undoubtedly a fast, nimble, and pretty durable at times stock light freighter, was still a freighter and not a snub fighter or a stunt vessel. Again Prophet knew that and since he couldn’t match evenly with the ship he was going to use its weaknesses against her.

 But he wasn’t getting away. She wouldn’t let him.

Relentlessly, Juna pushed forward and whipped around the now surprised Headhunter patrols trying to bring the one on one match to an end. Breaking free of them she turned the vessel hard to the right after sensors indicated that Prophet was evading the other ships by hugging the gravitational ring that spun around the station. The gravity rings were 100 meters thick, two pieces of metal that encircled a diameter two times the size of the space station’s outer most width to provide gravity and counteract Coruscant’s own gravity pull. Rotating on a zero x axis, they laid flat like rings around a gas giant with one ring moving clockwise and the other counterclockwise. The structures were held together by inertia and electromagnetic pockets that discharged between the rings via cavities purposely designed into the rings at 10 degree intervals to keep the rings only 5 meters apart.

But Prophet was on the outside. Juna was in the inside.

Hesitating a bit she slowed the ship down and weighed her options; the Headhunters were behind her and only trying to get her to stop. If she goes up or down the Golan Alphas will begin firing ion burst again. The space in between the rings is too narrow for the Falcon to pass through.

“You’re giving up?” asked Muriel, who seemed to sigh in relief.

“If so I would like someone to come up here and scrap me out of my chair with a spatula,” chimed Dizzy. “And bring me a pair of clean underwear while you’re at it too.”

“Ditto,” came Muriel’s light chuckled response.

 “Sweet cheese I never saw flying like that in my life.”

Juna watched straight ahead as the larger gapped cavities in the rings lined up and discharged energy right where the centerline axis’ were in alignment, then cease as they continued on. She noted that the cavities fired at the same time, in the same position and timed the interval. She noted Prophet’s position; he was still hugging the rings on the outside, 45 degrees to her left, moving to her right.

Letting out a held breath she then cracked her knuckles and grabbed on to the controls again. Licking moisture onto her lips, she sighed and said, “Get ready.” She threw all the throttle switches to full and the Falcon lurched forward hitting its top end sublight speed in short order thanks to Dizzy’s ‘small’ modifications to the sublight motivator.

“Eh, Juna, what are you doing?” asked Dizzy.

“I got a bad feeling about this,” said Muriel.

Juna ignored them, aiming the ship towards a cavity opening in the upper ring and followed it on a rolling trajectory angle. The upper cavity wasn’t big enough for the Millennium Falcon to fly through, but it’s adjoining member on the bottom…

“You got to be kidding!” exclaimed Muriel. 

“She’s not kidding, she’s gone screwy loco!” said Dizzy. “Oh man this is going to be close!”

Juna felt the ship shutter from the turn as inertia caught up with her turn. She stayed the course, though, for she had only one shot at this. She had to thread the ship through the cavity opening before the electromagnetic discharge or risk destroying the ship. Worse the halves were only together for one full second; fractions of a second only separated a free opening to pass through and getting destroyed. Closer and closer they got, the ship shuttering from the push/pull wake the rings generated, and collision warnings blaring loudly from the instruments. Juna could count the hull rivets…

The cavities merged…

Juna felt her time grow shorter than anticipated and spun the ship on its x-flight axis counterclockwise to utilize its narrow width…

Briefly there seemed to be an eerie silence...

The Millennium Falcon shuttered as its main transceiver/radar dish was lost…

Finally there was space; they cleared the opening with only the loss of the dish and Juna continued her course. As she did, Prophet’s ship appeared and both vessels were practically on a collision course! The shock of having escaped death took longer to wear off, but as Prophet turned hard to get away from the space station the married couple manning the guns began to fire again. Two of the six engines winked out as he sped away.

Juna smiled brightly but kept her cheering to a minimum; a Roughrider had a multi-tap alluvial dampener system; that meant each engine had a controlled thrust access way to the hyperdrive motivator; six in all versus a ship commonly having only one such system and therefore he could still jump to light speed. However his sublight velocity and maneuverability was no longer there. She was going to take that, and lined up the ship for the kill. She projected and said through the Force, “It ends now you son of a bitch.”

Suddenly, just as Muriel and Dizzy started to fire, the Millennium Falcon was rocked by an ion cannon blast. Energy crackled all over the ship and the occupants inside. Juna took her hands off the controls and covered her face as the dash controls flashed and exploded with sparks. The ship’s engines winded down to dead, and the lights all around her dimmed to emergency power. Without power at all they were dead in space.

Looking back through the cockpit window, Juna could see Prophet’s ship get away unscathed, staying ahead of the tracking fire. The emotions of defeat began to sour her spirit and she said, “No.” She gripped the ships controls hard and cried out again, “Noooooooooooo!”

This is not the end, my Juna. Prophet’s thoughts stung her conscious. This is, as they say, just foreplay. 

The words sickened Juna as she could feel his emotions play on what he said; he acquainted the conflict as a wild night fling! He enjoyed it almost just as much as any fantasy he had of her. 

I enjoyed our time together very much. 

His ship’s engines flashed and like that he was gone. 

I will be waiting for you. You know where to find me…

His thoughts vanished from her mind just as fast as ship left the sector in hyperspace. Her hopes in killing him went with him.

Juna could only cover her mouth in revulsion with his thoughts still swilling her head and began to cry with her failure to end Prophet. Soon she leaned forward in the pilot’s chair and just buried her face into her hands and sobbed. She was so close, so damn close, to killing him. Once again fate intervened. Fate, it seemed, didn’t feel she had suffered enough with her parent’s deaths; it was to the point that Jedi Masters wanted to kill her, and it was just twisted enough to have Magus Prophet actually come to Coruscant in kill Qualeggoes and that seemed too much like him coming to her RESCUE!

With the break in the action an absolute, all her emotions just came out and she just couldn’t think. Only cry, for her pain, and suffering, and grief was far from over…

It seemed as if it would never end.
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