CHAPTER 94.0

Sometimes a strategist just knows they are up against idiots for foes. It’s the way they hold their cards in a game of poker. It’s the way they don’t take four engines during a critical pit stop in a vectorspeeder race. It’s the time they waste on short cuts, on sure things, and on lucky charms when all else fails. In the case of the Vhinech Order, as in any army, it’s never really the general who leads them but the men under him. Then again, if the general, or Prophet in this case, allows them in his fold, then obviously he is a greater fool than the idiots.

After meditating for most of the long trip, Darth Sidious found out this fact when he found Naressa in the midsection of their V-Hauler looking over and analyzing, of all things, the technical schematics of the Vhinphyc Galactic Devastator named Orpheus according to the holographic file. He reached the table and shook his head; greetings of the day didn’t seem appropriate for everyone on board was very keyed up. “Now this looks interesting.”

Naressa smirked a little and mused, “Sometimes I wonder how in the hell these creatures lived for so long with stupidity like this. If I didn’t know any better, I would say having this on board for us to find would have made for an excellent trap.”

“Only if Prophet assumes his forces were not successful,” concluded Sidious.

“He was in the throws of elation to not even consider failure,” said Naressa with her trademark smirk. “You can tell this was rushed in planning compared to his plan to lure Juna to him.”

“I’m man enough to admit it would have worked, but he didn’t count on you, a Dark Pure Sith Maiden immune to ysalamiri, to be there now did he?” After he returned the small smile, he lost the look as he sensed Lord Maul’s approach from the cockpit. As his apprentice sat down, he said, “How long.”

“A day at best,” said Maul gravely. “A day too long.”

Naressa heaved a sigh and said with yellow eyes staring hard at the now showing plans to what was called the ‘bio-pipeline’, “For once, Lord Maul, I’m incline to agree with you.”

“We need patience now,” Sidious reminded them. “It is difficult for the obvious reasons, but we must not lose ourselves to speedy incompetence; as me and Naressa just discussed, Lord Maul that was what ultimately did in that strike force Prophet sent against us. We will finish this scum with deliberate slow guile. Once they are gone we will have no more of a problem from them. Agreed?” Maul was quick to nod his head, and eventually Naressa did as well. “We make these Vhinech extinct there will be no more threat from them. Now, what do we have here?”

“It’s their so called ysalamiri shield array,” said Naressa, taking the controls and zooming in on a section of the ship. At the close perspective it showed an animation of ysalamiri wrapped around feeding frames, shielded within a larger holding frame, and interestingly enough the frames moved on rails built within the structure of the ship; the frames moved upon commands. “With a ship this size and given the growth rate of the ysalamiri, the Vhinech want adult size ysalamiri for maximum field effect. Of course a colony of ysalamiri won’t have so many, and having to fill the entire space available for them on board the ship makes it impractical to keep going back to Myrkr all the time. So, they are going with a ‘line of sight’ set up.”

“You put the ysalamiri within the outer most layer of the ship, covering all those spaces, and that alone will effectively cut the flow of the Force off,” said Sidious, knowing full well about that formation. In his plans to rid of the Jedi feature such a formation to imprison them; that way one didn’t need so many to feed and keep. “Cleaver shield. Excellent way to detain the typical force user.”

“That is their whole ship strategy, but for Juna I would think Prophet would keep a concentration of them around her to keep her imprisoned.” Naressa brought back up the main schematic and outlined a large chunk of the ship. “There are areas of these plans that weren’t loaded into this ship. I’m willing to bet, in this upper section,” Naressa put her finger in the field where no details were given and moved it around in a circle, “is where Juna will be imprisoned. It’s the closest area to the bridge.”

“Then why the rails if he has the Dark Hope secured,” mused Maul. “Why not make them built hard into the structure?”

“Bring up the rail system, Naressa,” said Sidious, and when the whole rail system appeared with animation of ysalamiri frames moving about within the ship, he said, “Because, Lord Maul, if a part of the ship is compromised, or you are boarded after significant amounts of damage has been done that it is enough to neutralize the ‘line of sight’ strategy, then you want to move ysalamiri around as quickly as possible. Troops can do it, but in times of speed and surprise you need an edge.”

“Ysalamiri are a fragile bunch too,” stressed Naressa. “While they’re in the walls, floors and ceilings they won’t be shot or destroyed by opposing forces. But there is a flaw here and it don’t require explosives.” She brought up the main feeding kiosk, a large tank of aspemu, and the feeding system connected throughout the rail web and the frames. “You can sabotage the food supply, and kill every single one of them connected into the feeding system.”

“With their slow metabolism it will take time we don’t have,” said Sidious.

“Oh, I have a much better idea, my dear.” Naressa sat back with a small smile. “Once we are within their defenses, I will teleport into the main feeding kiosk room and cause some acid reflux to occur with a little heat.” She looked sidelong at Sidious. “Fragile creatures those ysalamiri are.”

Sidious smiled at the cleverness of it, but Maul ended it by asking, “Why not all three of us?”

“Because there are unseen variables that I can’t take all in and consider at this time, Lord Maul,” said Naressa plainly. “I am powerful, but I still have limits. Teleportation takes a great deal of energy to do; I’m transforming matter itself into energy and back. If I have to do it over a long distance, out of good positioning, with you two men as cargo, the chances of us becoming one with the walls or floor of the ship greatly improve. Plus if that room is filled with ysalamiri, which we don’t know, and has guards, which we won’t know that either until we get there, you two, even me, would fall in a horn toad filled pond of trouble.”

“That is why she is going ahead of us in order to neutralize the ysalamiri effect, Lord Maul. This way, with two events happening, we will pull off a double diversion tactic if Juna is on board the ship.” Sidious then caught the look Naressa gave him; a plaintively look that told him that she begged the differ. “I see. She is all ready on the ship. A feeling?”

Naressa shook her head. “Not just the feeling. I’ve thought about it since we knew Juna had left. The plan Prophet put into place dictates that, by now, Juna is his prisoner. If not by the first day he arrived in the system, then by at least the second.” She moved a data pad around until it was off to her right, close to Maul. “No more than three, and after that he will maroon or slaughter the crew. Perhaps only his own kind for now, and then the MerCons at a later date.”

“And you get this from listening to the Dark Side?” asked Maul.

“No. This is based on what we know of him, on what he is doing. Prophet is utilizing cause and effect tactics. Something happens, and it falls in his favor because he exploited the known circumstances. That is why everything has gone his own way.”

Maul sat up a bit straighter with a small frown. “With all due respect, Mistress, one cannot control the movements and destinies of so many doing so many different things.”

“All you need, Lord Maul, is one. Like when the data pad falls, you will catch it with your right hand.”

Maul looked at the data pad and frowned a bit, giving Naressa a good stare of disbelief short of disrespect but close. He also expected the pad to indeed fall, and if it did he wasn’t going to save it. He crossed his arms and said, “Still, to have one dictate the actions of others is one thing. Whole organizations like the Republic, the Trade Federation, the Nubians, and the Jedi Order is another.”

“Don’t forget the Vhinech Order and the MerCons themselves in this,” injected Sidious. “In one form or another, there is an action, reaction, or stance that links even those organizations to whatever happens to Juna because Juna has dealt with them on some level; a good example of that is the Trade Federation dragging its ass in trying to save Juna at Uiennar; there was a rift between Naboo and the Trade Federation, one that widen even before that because Pirus Krendel was being held at Uiennar and the Trade Federation wouldn’t send him to Naboo. Prophet knew it, he knew the Trade Federation would be non-compliant, and he knew the Republic Senate would be divided enough over Sullust and its command over the use of the military and to protect Sanctuary that it would be neutralized throughout this episode.”

Sidious stressed his point by emphasizing his point with his index finger stressing on every word. “Everything is based on experience, Lord Maul. Even you have said that yourself, when you let the Vhinech Knight get away from you on Naboo. You learned, he learned, and I have learned to teach you better when it comes to ending a fight.

Just as the last few words Sidious spoke came out, the data pad fell off the edge and Maul reached across his body with his right hand to catch it before it hit the ground. 

Maul held his body rigid and still for a few heartbeats as he realized he was used by Naressa. Interestingly enough, he didn’t feel her use the Force to cause the pad to fall, and it appeared to be steady in its placement. He gave Sidious a quick look and the Master showed with a gesture of his hands that her point was made and he had nothing to do with the pad. Maul sat up and looked at Naressa suspiciously. “You must have seen the future.”

“As I said, even I have my limits. That includes the future, and right now all of it is a blank slate. However I didn’t need to see into the future to know what the outcome of event would have been.” 

She crossed her arms and continued. “You’ve been trained to fight both left and right handed. You’re naturally left handed because your left shoulder looks heavier, more used; there’s a half a hand span more separation between your left ear and your left trapezoid. You challenge yourself daily to use your right hand, even though it would have been easier to grab that data pad with your left hand almost immediately. You seek perfection for yourself: a noble concept that has, at times, blinded you to the obvious solution. I saw this because I observed you, been with you, know a great deal about you beforehand. When you execute cause and effect planning you must know enough intimate detail in order to make the people you are trying to manipulate and destroy do what you want them to do based solely on their experiences. And as you can see, when the time was right, I made you play your weakest hand, pun intended, because you have that massive chip on your shoulder.” She gave him the smirk and said, “The left shoulder, by the way.”

Maul looked over at his master, and Sidious nodded his head in full agreement and said, “The same thing happens in every card game; you have players forcing others to toss in cards, change the hands, and make them bet high with your expressions or lack of card control. A smart man, one aware of everything, who plays against his poker buddies every week, the same men every time out, learns of their methods of attack even if it is for leisure and fun and clean them out every week. When you master it, you know the outcome long before the victims do. Military strategists have long pushed for such training at the poorly ran Republic Navy; that way strategic surgical striking can be that; a fine cut that leaves no scarring to the surrounding tissue as it were.”

With the point made, Sidious looked towards Naressa and said, “When it moves to a more personal approach, on the other hand, Prophet’s scalpel is cutting the right nerves.” She nodded a somber movement of her head. “He knows a lot about Juna. Juna, of course, does not like him. He wants her to join him, so what are his options to make that happen? We know them, and so does Rune. Unbeknownst to Prophet, Rune is helping him. That spirit is a cancer.”

“She is a cancer,” said Naressa quietly. “She will eat away at Juna’s will by gaining her trust.”

“Using the Vhinech’s plan I assume would be Rune’s angle of opportunity,” noted the humbled Sith Apprentice.

“You assumed right, my young apprentice, which leads up to the next part of the problem; the condition of our primary objective.”

“Excuse me,” said Naressa, and excused herself from the table, leaving through the back portal.

Sidious made a face and said, “There may be a chance that Rune has all ready succeeded. I think Naressa still can’t feel Juna and fears the worse. That’s why she left.”

Maul shook his head and said, “The frailty of females is rooted in their emotional ties. I learned that much from being around her and Mistress Nebula these last few weeks.” Sidious gave Maul a cold, cold stare. Maul, however, didn’t recant or even blink. “Master, it is true. She can’t seem to handle this situation at all, and you ask her to come. She may be powerful, and indeed she has limits. Her limit is the lack of facing the truth, and the truth that she is, ultimately, a woman.”

Sidious was clearly not amused and said, “Now I am very curious as to why you would say that. Could it be because you didn’t like the fact that a woman played you like a mere Jedi just a moment ago, or is it because you feel threatened by my daughter’s existence and it may end my need for you?” He gestured towards the Sith Lord. “Please, do tell. Get it on this table. I want to know if I have to kill you now.”

Lord Maul finally did blink, his body no longer a tense collection of tissues. “I…wasn’t disrespecting you, Master.”

“No, Maul, you are disrespecting me!” Sidious slowly stood up, which prompted Maul through his training to do the same. He pointed towards the closed hatch. “She may not be my wife, but she is the mother of my child, and my child happens to be one of those ‘frail females’ you despise so much.” He pointed at Maul with a harsh finger. “What you should know, Lord Maul, is that your place is secure in the scheme of things; my plans. Also you should know that at any time if you should displease me with your efforts or remarks,” he snapped his hand closed and a crack of thunder like sound came from it. “I can take your place away. So, please, spare me the crap and tell me if I have to take away all I have given you.”

Maul eyed his master carefully and conceded. “It is so nice to know I still rank high in your graces.”

Sidious chuckled a little and relaxed. “You do so long as you do as you are told, which are my commands. This will be a challenge for you, my apprentice.” He came around the planning table towards Maul. “A difficult one at best, for even if Rune has succeeded in taking my daughter’s place I want her alive and totally unharmed.”

Maul made a little face. “You limit my trained and honed options, my Master.”

“But I know you, you love the challenge.” Sidious put an uncharacteristic hand on Maul’s left shoulder. The tattooed warrior stared at the hand with an odd face. “I cannot stress with pounding need for my daughter not to damaged, Lord Maul. You may still eliminate those that are too close to our objectives. If the opportunity presents itself.”

Maul slowly looked at Sidious, and for a few more seconds there was an unnerving silence in the compartment. Finally the apprentice said, “You have my word, my Master. I will follow you to the gates of hell.” He nodded slowly to indicate his understanding in more ways than one.

“I know you will,” said Sidious in response, holding up a finger to make a point. “But you must remember patience. Strike when the time comes.”

CHAPTER 94.1

After the discussion, Darth Sidious strolled back in the rear compartment where the Vhinech that previously owned the ship expanded and modified the crew quarters into nothing more than a wide space filled with enough individual orderly cots for twenty personnel to sleep in. He avoided the make shift drop hatch in the walk way – put there tactically so the troops could drop through, land in and leave through the cargo bay – to get to the far side single bed Naressa made her own. He observed her on his approach, eyeing her form as she sat up, legs over the side, and finally raising her head to take note of his approach. In her eyes, and he missed her dark brown irises for a change, there was some noticeable pain in them; a shiny gleam due to a sheen of forming tears and not necessarily because her pupils reflected no light. It clear to him she was thinking about the worst-case scenario, or scenarios because at this point anything could happen.

Or perhaps it was another matter he surmised during meditation that went along with Prophet’s plans, something a little more personal.

Normally it was in his nature as a Sith warrior to not take himself out of his ‘locked in view’ going into a situation like this; ‘locked in view’, as in focusing solely on what lays in wait for him, and for the rest on board for that matter, at the end of their journey through hyperspace. This wasn’t unprecedented for Sidious to go so long like this locked in; he was constantly locked all the way from Korriban to Evramora even as he slept. He never slipped out of this mode for anyone, and he wasn’t about to start even if it was Naressa he was going to speak to and it was Juna who he was going to save; such soft talk was deserved for later. Unfortunately when he talked he knew he sounded very cold and uncaring, like he did when he referred to Juna as a primary objective. Old habits were going to die-hard for him, he knew. Sidious had changed, but not all that much. He couldn’t afford to…his suspicions were going to keep him alive.

“May I sit,” Sidious asked. He may have sounded crass, but he didn’t necessarily forget all his manners. Naressa nodded and slid to one side, and he sat. “I hope you are thinking of solutions for our problems instead of dwelling on one mistake you made in the past.”

Naressa let her eyes fall on him again and it appeared that she understood his cruel tones all too well; it was just the way he was during these times. “I can’t overlook it because it is, or will be, used by Prophet to lure Juna into the dark depths, and Rune knows it full well. I have to think of a way to counter it in order to save Juna over the long run. I have to start with the decisions I made regarding her, work my way through her life, and ultimately where Pern failed.” She looked at Sidious with her own, cool glare and spoke in equal, sterile of feeling tone. “And where Prophet will succeed. Something you have undoubtedly thought about doing.”

“You think I would do such a thing to our daughter?”

“At the time, I do believe you weren’t part of the ‘our daughter’ equation. But I admit my faults in that. What about you? You can’t fool me, my Love. I wouldn’t have loved you if I didn’t think you were remotely intelligent.”

Sidious smiled only because that did amused him in his deep evil ways. He leaned back, letting his body rest against the wall. “Yes, I have thought of it before. A method of seducing her to the Dark Side based on her asilamorphic abilities. Given your reluctance to embrace your true nature all those years ago, I felt you would carry that tradition on through Juna. In a few years I saw that I was right. Given what was allowed to exist in the Order’s database about Sith Maidens, I devised what I felt was a solid plan.”

“Undoubtedly one that was going to be executed if you took possession of Juna at Vhanba ten years ago.” Naressa turned her head towards him slowly. “But Pern not only beat you to her, but employed the tactic.”

Sidious grimaced a bit when he heard the rogue Jedi’s name. It bothered him more when he was compared to Pern because they shared what amounted to be the same idea, and it looked like they were intellectual equals. The difference of course was that Pern was dead; obviously the plan failed. “And he failed.”

“Kind of. Do you know where he failed?” Sidious didn’t know, so with his silence he encouraged Naressa to explain. She pointed at herself. “He had a vision featuring me saying Dark Hope, and assumed that it was I who was the Dark Hope coming to Vhanba. Instead he got an 8 year old little girl.”

Sidious nodded. “He was prepared to engage an adult.”

“Well let’s face it Juna was a surprise to everyone, including Naboo to some degree.”

“Yes, I heard the ‘Bendian had a daughter?’ joke a lot in the Senate building.”

“No one really knew what she looked like, nor did they know she was Force sensitive. Her family name alone was enough to keep her high profile without the need of an image to go with it. Accomplishment over image, results over promises, and to speak the truth; that was Juna, and I didn’t want it any other way. Neither did she, and Bendian was floored by the premise.” Naressa’s growing light tones ended and came down as she herself leaned against the wall behind them, quietly saying, “The truth. That…is Juna’s religion.”

Sidious found himself nodding very, very slowly when she said that; irony, for that statement about the truth was all too true. Juna told the truth; save for holding back on her private thoughts which wasn’t telling a lie and lying to Queen Landana ten years ago at her Royal Inquest the young woman lived by the creed of honesty. Juna was also a firm believer of respect and was modest. Realistically she was not Sith material in Sidious’ opinion, but again the Dark Hope wasn’t suppose to be like any Sith conceived – pun intended – in the annuals of Sith History. If this was how the Dark Hope of the Sith was suppose to act and employ her tactics, then the Jedi were most definitely not going to see it coming.

However there was a point to Naressa’s tangent. Sidious said, “Pern rushed it.” Naressa nodded. “All he had to do was wait. All children succumb to the wishes of their adult captors, embracing them and do things to earn their approval. Rely on them to give them comfort and support. Obviously, given my experience and what you have told me before, you can’t win her over through pure deception and blunt force. That leaves passive leading; using what you know of the individual and draw them in closer to what you want to believe in.” Sidious shook his head only once. “And that wouldn’t have worked for Pern either. He knew nothing about Juna; hell he didn’t know what she looked like let know what she was all about and in this day in age it’s about the image first before the substance. Of course Juna was the first to break that tradition in a great long time.”

Sidious found himself becoming a revealer: unusual under his current mood that had not changed one micron. He didn’t because they were, honestly, looking into his plot and he had conceived this plot while in this deep Dark mood. This was also a touchy subject, but one that couldn’t be avoided at all under the circumstances. Naressa all ready knew, he just said it anyways. “I would have gained Juna’s trust first, waited. It would have been hard but I was determined. Then I would have begun a slow Dark Side power feeding, let her explore the Darkness within her and encourage her to pursue it under my guidance only. Over time, I would let her loose to where she would use it on her own. By that time, she would be part of the Order.”

“I would have failed,” said Sidious. “Because…I would have to use the truth. The only one with any emotional turmoil weight to it would have been me. I would have to pit myself, her real father, against the man she thought was her father. The results wouldn’t have been good.” He uncoiled his arms, laying his hands on his legs to release the build up of tension in his body from what was to come next. “If I had something of a betrayal outside the norm, something of a sacrilege like you sleeping with the Jedi, then I wouldn’t have to bring up her true parentage until later.”

Naressa cringed just slightly; the closing of her eyes though relayed her silently spoken apology. She said, “It would have worked back then.”

“You’re saying it wouldn’t work now?”

“Yes.” Naressa sat up straighter, forcing Sidious to do the same. “If you look how Juna got there, me and Enothchild’s affair is what drove her to Sanctuary. Being caught, obviously such a mistake could not be used again. She’s learned; she isn’t going to fall easily for the same excuse twice.”

“I wouldn’t think she would, but what else does Prophet have?”

“Would you believe peer trust?”

Sidious broke his focus long enough to laugh shortly. “Those two have as much in common as a rancor would with an Elfin. If you mean that crap about her being a warrior in his eyes in that letter he sent her, then that’s pretty weak.”

“If there is one thing I have learned with my dealings with Prophet he is anything but weak,” she coldly stated with a lot of respect for their foe. “Prophet has become the worst kind of foe to face; a determined one. On board that Royal Cruiser I pumped him with enough Force Lightening to light up a suburb of Corellia. It weakened his body, but not his spirit, and I felt then as he got up that it was going to take more than that to kill him. It is that very spirit that is so locked on Juna she has become his guiding Force. And as you and I feel,” she grabbed Sidious by the hand, “there is something there that can bond them outside destined circumstance.”

“Peer trust.” Sidious thought for a few moments in silence, trying to visualize where Juna and Prophet could share anything in common that would, on some level, make such an impact. It wasn’t found in military strategy so that was quickly eliminated; Juna did opt for diplomacy before combat, while Prophet was eat first so there is no questions later. With a list of what he knew of them both, which honestly and sadly was very little, he saw only one other common thread. However he doubted very much Juna was going to share in her creativity as a Force artist with the very provocative imagination Prophet had. “How are they the same?”

Naressa seemed to know the answer, or had one close enough to where it made sense. “This may seem strange, but the Dark Side brought this up to my attention just now. I remember something Enothchild said long ago and, for the Dark of me, I never thought of it this way. He said sometimes the Vhinech looked at him, a Vhinphyc Jedi, and wondered aloud if he was a secret weapon. Something the Vhinphyc came up.” She snapped her fingers. “That seems to be it. The Vhinphyc originally created the Vhinech, so what if Magus Prophet was, also, created by the Vhinphyc. What if he is that super weapon they all feared?”

Somehow that wasn’t farfetched at all in Sidious’ opinion. Ironically, thanks to his mood, he was seeing Juna in the same light. It would have hurt him if the circumstances were not so dire, but he had no room for pain at this point. He accepted the all the facts. Juna, the Dark Hope, was a weapon. Magus Prophet wasn’t just a weapon of the Vhinech Order, but a weapon of the people that created him the Vhinphyc; no, it was absolutely not farfetched at all given that the Vhinphyc were proficient in creating very unique ways of destroying civilizations; ironically, through Prophet, destroying even their own.
“I believe so,” he agreed. “Begs the question, as ridiculous as it sounds, what would weapons of mass destruction talk about.” Sidious could see the possibilities how this was going to work in Prophet’s favor. “Even though we know nothing of Prophet, he knows too much about us. He is good at that; at Evramora years ago, he determined I was Juna’s father by listening to me speak.” 

Sidious found his mouth twisting around bitterly as the memory of that encounter on board Prophet’s V-Hauler after the Vhinech had taken him to the surface to view the health and well being of the Evramora hostages; the ship docked on a Republic ship filled with Jedi and realizing at the time how he was cornered at the time. He said, “He told me boldly that when the time comes he would tell Juna, meaning he would tell her all about me. I thought that was an arrogant, ego charged foolish statement like the ones he made on Evramora. Looking back at it now, I realize that I was the arrogant, ego charged fool between the two of us. I expected him to be so brash, but not brash enough to be at Naboo instead of Evramora when I returned to deliver that nice surprise I had. If I had taken off the blinders back then, if I knew he was going to be this much trouble, I should have killed him because I had tons of opportunity.”

“You and me both,” said Naressa somberly. “I had him.” She let her head fall a little, and her hand rested on her stomach. “I paid the price for that failure.”

Sidious looked at her, and his demeanor lost quite a bit of muscle. It was still there, keeping him locked in. He just couldn’t express matters coldly any further without putting an arm around Naressa’s shoulders. Her body relaxed into his and her head fell onto his shoulder; a natural fit. “We’re both paying the price. Soon, the payments will cease.” He squeezed her closer, and her gloved hands found his chest to rub. “Juna will be ours.”
“So long as Rune doesn’t figure into it,” breathed Naressa.

That was where, in Sidious’ mind, the problem gets even more complicated. They were entering a battlefield where they were going to face two opposing generals. Prophet’s whole plan was a wide-open book while Darth Rune’s plan was a locked up diary filled with years of entries even though her objective was clear. This was no ordinary Dark Plot, this was something that has never been witnessed by the Dark Side of the Force in over a thousand years; Sith Master versus Sith Mistress; Masters of the Dark Lords of the Sith pitting their devious skills against one another; even though Naressa was a Master in her own right, this had more to do with the Lordship respect of the Sith than it did with just pure knowledge. Two beings that went from Apprentice to Lords to Masters, that went through the tribulations, terrors, and triumphs to obtain all that they gained was a different level, an exclusive club of ego and legend so vast it was fueled more and more with Sidious’ own little fantasies of what it would have been like to fight one of the greatest of all the Sith and now he was. A reflection of Darth Maul, Sidious himself may have been cautious but couldn’t help to enjoy the challenge.

That was what the discussion was more about than anything else. No, they did not look past Magus Prophet because, like Rune and Juna, he was a personal matter that had to be dealt with. Without question he had to be stopped, if anything he had to be stopped because he was going to be the reason Rune takes possession of Juna’s body. Much of what they had discussed back on Korriban hit home for Sidious and he didn’t want his daughter to die.

Not by Prophet’s hands if she rejected him. 

Not by Rune’s deceptions if she accepted Prophet.

Not by his saber if it had to come down to that one moment where all was lost.

Sidious fully understood why Naressa was in such self-contemplation as well as in self-contempt. Prophet was going to use everything he knew about Juna, her family, and anything else that stuck on the wall if he threw it. He said to her to get the ball rolling again, “You said long ago you may have forgotten something that you couldn’t cover up. Something your computer program didn’t reach. Do you know what it is now?” Naressa nodded quietly, her black hair brushing up against chin. “What is it?” She told him in one short sentence, and he blinked a lot in response. “And…you didn’t know back then?”

“I didn’t embrace my E’oqerst, so it never occurred to me at all,” she said. “I would have known if I had. It was how I found out about his affairs on Coruscant.”

Sidious noted that she stopped right there. She didn’t want to continue with the thought further; to do so would bring up Bendian Rapier, another mistake on her part in his humble opinion under the circumstances. A mistake he forgave her for on one hand, a mistake he wasn’t going to forgive her for if Rune succeeds on the other hand. 

To get off the tangent, even though it was relevant, Sidious said, “Juna isn’t an 8 year old girl anymore. She is a 17-year-old young woman with a strength of will that is far stronger than that child she was, having grown with both Force and maturity. Such an idea of the truth being used may wobble her, and using a betrayal of some kind that she stumbled upon may be enough to knock her off the light pedestal. If you are Prophet, and especially if you are Rune, I suspect you need something to keep her off for good. It would have to be a very delicate, super sensitive issue.”

“It helps Prophet to weaken her with the ysalamiri,” said Naressa, sitting up again and rubbing her eyes. “Without it she can’t center herself. As I feared she has become too reliant of it. Without it she’s lost, and he knows it. Rune knows it, and so she will step in and give her non-Force using alternatives.” She fiddled with the gold Sith Maiden Eye Broach on her cloak that lied on her lap. “To become Matriarchs, Sith Maidens must prove that they are ready. The need to go to the resting grounds is to show that they can handle themselves without the need of outside influence. No longer do they need the comforting, guiding hands of their mothers to show them the way.”

“And if they failed,” said Sidious, unblinking, “someone else replaces them in spirit. They assume the body, which that is what Rune is ultimately trying to accomplish.” It was, quite frankly, an evil ingenious idea on the Sith Maidens part and not because it guaranteed success if one was not ready, but because it forced the mothers to make damn smecking without a doubt sure their daughter was ready for the Dark Days ahead; like a Jedi Trial, only the participant that fails dies spiritually. “Then again, how does Rune do it without the Force?”

“Good question,” said Naressa. “I don’t know how. The Force plays into it somehow. Somewhere. But it does, and it goes to whatever Rune tells Juna what to do, or doesn’t tell her what to do. For Prophet, he doesn’t know that Rune is helping him, and he will be too blind to see the conspiracy for Juna will be buying what he has to sell her. He’s going to take it slow and careful with her, and Rune is going to capitalize on it every time. All Prophet has to do is execute the truth in a timely manner, and with her sympathetic Juna will embrace what he is giving her. But when the moment comes Rune will take Juna’s place.”

“Prophet will be dead before hand,” said Sidious, not hiding his bravado. “My daughter will not be so easily swayed by his advances so long as she remembers that he is the one that killed Bendian.”

“That’s just it, she doesn’t remember. The mother of all irony is at work here: repeat something over and over enough times sooner or later a person becomes blind. Especially if it had lead to a previous failure.” Naressa stressed her index finger into her left hand palm. “Juna was motivated to Sanctuary by her need to avenge Bendian’s death. Prophet used that as a cattle prod to lure her into a trap. All those times Enothchild told her that revenge leads fools astray is banging around her head, and if it isn’t Rune is making sure in some subconscious way. Rune is probably telling her almost every other sentence that she has to do this or that for Bendian. On top of that she’s probably reminding Juna about my tryst with the Jedi just to cloud her mind with misplaced anger. Juna’s head has to be so overfilled with thoughts and emotions she’s ready to pop because both Rune and Prophet would be unrelenting in their approaches and she doesn’t have the Force to help her sort it out. She needs an inhale of the Force and time to find balance.

“Prophet won’t give it to her,” said Sidious, and suddenly it hit him. “No. He will.”

“What?”

“Think about it, it still goes back to what I have planned before and to where Pern was succeeding. You mentioned peer trust, and this all works into it all.” He clutched is hands together with a loud pop, and he squeezed his hands hard. “He’s going to overload Juna’s senses with his presence. He’s going to cut off her use of the Force-.”

“Touch her,” injected Naressa.

“Relate to her so she can retain those elements of feeling and emotion through the contact…”

“And then…let her really experience them.” Naressa let out a shutter; she had a deep experience with such matters all too well. Sidious watched her grabbed herself, rubbing her arms as she shook with intimate revulsion and therefore refrained from touching her; a woman didn’t want to be touched when they felt so revolted and vulnerable. “It could be enough. She won’t be centered, she will be so confused.”

“Now is not the time to think of it as the only outcome to this problem,” Sidious reminded her, and she saw how quick she was to restoring control of herself. “Did Nebula ever tell you there was a cure to this? Other than keeping Juna from embracing the Dark Side?”

Naressa nodded and said, “It will be difficult, but it’s our only choice. We would have to take her to the resting grounds. The Sith Maidens there can remove Rune.”

Sidious actually didn’t like that. The wheels of possible conspiracy churned in his thought processes. “What if they decide that Rune is better suited for the Dark Hope Prophecy than Juna?”

Naressa shook her head adamantly. “No. This may seem strange, but what Rune is doing is a violation of nature to them. I know what you’re thinking, and yes if Juna was brought up right but was not ready wouldn’t they replace her; is that not what Rune is in a way doing? I can assure you they will remove Rune from Juna’s body.”

“And how can you be so sure?”

“Because Rune is a Sith Lord. She thinks like one. She believes herself to be one more than she embraces her natural heritage; therefore she exploits her Sith Maiden self with impunity and no fear of punishment. This is about her bucking the natural order of events, defying her destiny and spitting in the face of acceptance: all violations of the E’oqerst. This is grossly affecting the galaxy in a negative way, it’s a major disruption of the Force.”

Sidious pondered it, and he couldn’t help to think how ridiculous that was. Then again this was the E’oqerst view of the Dark Side, and so far he had been humbled every time he doubted it. Still that did not quell his uneasiness about the resting grounds. This was a whole new universe to him the place where spirits seem to live on and he had never been there to experience it. He wondered if that was what really happened, what he sensed prior to their departure from Korriban; when he and Maul were busy in the Monastery there was the disturbance in the Force coming from Dark Ridge Point. Perhaps it was Naressa going through her Matriarch trial and succeeding.

Or perhaps…

“I see,” he said slowly. “It may not be easy if Rune is in control. If Nebula is right, Rune will become stronger if she inhabits Juna’s body.”

“That’s why it’s imperative that we get there before that happens.”

Sidious frowned a bit and said, “Prophet needs time for his plan to work.”

“He does if Rune wasn’t helping him.” Naressa looked at Sidious with a great deal of worry. “Don’t you get it? My Mother is dead. The dead know everything. She knows we’re coming. She has a good reason to help Prophet, to speed up the process, because we can stop them both.”

“And why is that imperative to make sure Prophet remains alive?”

Naressa said, “Because he is more than a powerful pawn; in this galaxy he is the top of the food chain when it comes to overall power with and within the realm of the Force, for males anyways. For all he knows, he is protecting the mother of his future children.” She gave him a look that expressed the horror of it. “Powerful children. Children she will raise. Children she will train. Children she will control. Plus what other little dirty secrets Prophet has up his sleeve. Oh, I think she wants those secrets so they don’t get used against her by him or by anyone else on her way to conquest. She’s learned the hard way how easily a Blank Slate in the Force like my Father was can easily kill someone far more powerful than she.”

Naressa looked upon Sidious with a glare. “Forget that promise we made together. If one of us gets the chance Prophet must be destroyed. He is far more powerful than even he knows; that’s reason enough to end him.”

“I will, make no mistake, kill him,” said Sidious with a tone guaranteeing it. “I will kill all the Vhinech. This attack will be a systematic extinction; everyone not us will die. I don’t care how long it takes.” He settled back down and said, “That still leaves us with Juna. If Rune has taken over…”

“Then Rune has won that part of the battle,” said Naressa quietly. She drew herself back towards Sidious and mumbled. “Juna will be dead. That would mean we would have to do what needs to be done.”

Sidious wrapped his arm around her shoulders again and said, “I have faith in our daughter. She won’t die.”

Naressa mused, “Right now faith is all that is preventing it.”

Sidious looked down at her head and kissed the top of it, pulling up with a suspicious eye trained on Naressa. Very quietly, he mused, “Then I will do what needs to be done.”

